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I. The Athenian Mercury, a Brief Overview


From 1691 to 1697, the city of London was afflicted with the “Athenian Itch.” The source of the enthusiasm was bookseller and incorrigible scribbler John Dunton, who for seven years stuffed the coffee-houses of London with the Athenian Mercury, a bi-weekly periodical of questions and answers. He stirred up a veritable phenomenon, placing advert after advert for his project in the London Gazette
 and printing page after page for an awaiting audience. As he himself wrote, characteristically speaking for all the world in his own two lines:

We all are seized with the Athenian itch,

News, and New Things do the whole World bewitch.

Dunton today is also known for his autobiography, The Life and Errors of John Dunton, a garrulous and wide-ranging precursor to the modern day’s public exhibition of private lives.
 It is in this memoir that Dunton recounts the origin of his “Question Project.”
 He tells his readers that one day he happened to be walking in the company of some friends when he was struck by an absolutely novel idea, such that he burst out, “Well, Sirs, I have a thought I will not exchange for fifty guineas.” The thought, as he proceeds to tell the reader, was of “concealing the Querist, and answering his Question.”
 The result was the first ever question-and-answer periodical. The inaugural issue flew off the press on Tuesday, March 17th, 1691.

Dunton exhorted readers to send their queries via the penny post to Smith’s Coffee-house in the Poultry, where they would be stored until answered and printed in an upcoming issue. The periodicals themselves were published biweekly on half-folio sheets at Dunton’s shop “at the Raven in the Poultry.”
 They were distributed in subscribing coffee houses, hawked by “mercury women” on the streets of London, and ferried as far as Cambridge.
 In addition, the Mercuries were gathered in volumes of thirty, called Athenian Gazettes and sold with tables of contents and the occasionally supplement. By the Athenian Mercury’s end in 1697, some nineteen full volumes had been compiled, complete with prefaces, with a twentieth left uncompleted.
 By that time, Dunton and his crew had answered nearly six thousand questions.
 

The Athenian Society, as John Dunton and his fellows came to be known, generally consisted of Dunton himself and a few associates: his brother-in-law Richard Sault, a “mathematician, small poet, and translator” and the divine Samuel Wesley, an ordained priest, polymath, and poet of doggerel verse. 
 Wesley generally handled history, theology, and literature; Sault handled math and science.
 To give a sense of the character of these men, it is perhaps worth noting that Wesley had an early hit with the publication 1685’s Maggots, which included such poems as a “Pindarick on the Grunting of a Hog.”
 In addition, later in life, Samuel Wesley would become the father of John Wesley, the founder of Methodism. Besides the three aforementioned official members, the Society was often graced by the presence of Oxford Platonist John Norris, who offered his “Assistance gratis.”
 
Dunton launched the Athenian Mercury anonymously at first; each issue was reportedly published by one, “P. Smart.”
 But soon the Society revealed itself; the young Jonathan Swift had read the Mercury in bound form, and brought forth to the world his very first published poem, “An Ode To the Athenian Society.” With the publication of 1692’s A History of the Athenian Society, compiled by the sympathetic Charles Gildon and modeled on Thomas Sprat’s glowing History of the Royal Society, the cat, so to speak, was out of the bag. 

Gildon’s work implied a sizeable and trustworthy club of virtuosi, drawing on all types of learning to answer readers’ questions. This was clearly a confabulation. And yet, like the Royal Society of Spat’s history, the Athenian Society was more-or-less dedicated to the advancement of learning. The difference perhaps, as we shall see, was that while the Philosophical Transactions was “popularizing,” but never really “popular,”
 the Mercury was read, in fact, by all types. As Gilbert McEwen puts it, in his study of the publication The Oracle of the Coffee-house, “The reports in the Philosophical Transactions…were meant to be read by scientists, while the Mercury purveyed rudimentary information to those who knew relatively little about science.”
 One finds a similar note in Daniel Defoe’s Review, for instance, but in this case, the reference is derogatory: in Defoe’s third Supplement, we find one “[asking] Pardon of all the Gentlemen of the Pulpit, for invading their Province; he was once of the Mind to have pretended with the Athenian Mercury, that we had a Master of the Text among us…”
 The implication here is that the Athenians were known for pretending to more knowledge than they actually possessed. We shall see that this state of affairs was not simply a function of the Athenian’s ego; the Mercury’s answers, and indeed, its mistakes,  especially those of a scientific nature, can be shown to have been conditioned by the transitional state of popular natural philosophy in the decade of the 1690’s.

Despite the Athenian Mercury’s faults, John Dunton created a public discourse unlike any that had come before. He invited the highest and the lowest, male and female, to send in their questions on diverse matters from courtship advice, moral quandaries, philosophical paradoxes, mathematical crunchers, indeed, all nature of queries from commonplaces about men and women to the very latest scientific advances. Indeed, each issue contained eight to fifteen questions on “Divinity, Poetry, Metaphysicks, Physics, Mathematicks, History, Love, Politicks, Oeconomicks… Visions and Revelations” as characterized in the issue from April 22, 1693. All was fair game as far as the Athenians were concerned. As C. John Sommerville has remarked in his brief treatment of the Mercury, “No sample of the questions addressed could do justice to the diversity of this publication.”
 Nevertheless, by looking at some of the types of questions asked of the Athenians, we can gain valuable insight into the state of the culture in which the questioner’s lived.

Before, however, we can attempt to characterize the kinds of questions asked by the readers of the Athenian Mercury, we must first establish the status of the knowledge propagated by the Athenians. Adrian Johns, in his lengthy study, The Nature of the Book: Print and Knowledge in the Making, puts forward a convincing case for a book trade largely founded on issues of credit. The trustworthiness of a given text in a world in which the printed word did not guarantee authenticity either in authorship, origin, or even in textual accuracy itself, would have be resolved primarily through knowledge about, for example, the character of a booktrader: if they kept a good home, if they had been licensed according to order, or if they had published trustworthy books in the past. 

The Athenian Society complicates, but does not entirely subvert, many of these methods of accreditation. The society was initially anonymous; there was only the aura of mystery and concealed authority, it would seem, to give any weight to what the Athenians had to say on a given topic. Then, in 1693, the playwright Elkanah Settle published his play The New Athenian Comedy, “exposing” the Athenian Society as a small group of untrustworthy, self-important hack writers.
 And well before the distribution of the play, the Mercury was clearly connected with bookseller John Dunton. In one issue, a questioner writes in inquiring “Whether the Athenian Mercury be written by one man; if so, whether of any profession, and of what Age, if by more, how many, and of what professions?” The Athenians in answer simply write, “There are several, but their Names, Ages, Qualities, &c. are Anonimous, and desire to remain so.”
 And yet, despite the claims to anonymity, on the very same page, in large type, reads “Printed for John Dunton.” The Athenians were connected to a specific bookseller and to a specific coffeehouse (Smith’s), and yet the society itself remained cloaked in shadow, mostly in order to give the impression of a great interconnected mass of virtuosi, as the publication of The History of the Athenian Society makes clear.
 Indeed, it was within a short time that “P. Smart” disappeared and was replaced with a bold, gothic “John Dunton” at the bottom of each Mercury. 

Further, one finds examples in the text of the Mercury which fit well into Johns characterization of the London book trade. We read in one advertisement that, 

If any Person whatever will send in any New Experiment, or curious Instance, which they know to be the truth, and matter of fact, circumstantiated with Time and Place, we will insert it in our Mercury.

The focus on evidence in a given time and place, able to be confirmed later is something that speaks to both the experimental natural philosophy at the time, but also to the common reader who was asked, every time he or she was confronted with a book, to determine the authenticity of the author’s statements. Indeed, the Mercury, for example, would often provide ways of authentication via face-to-face encounters. One question begins, “Notwithstanding you have convinc’d such as had the Curiosity to examine the Original Copy left at your Booksellers…”
 The reference implies that in cases of doubtful authenticity, time and place were invoked as ways to insure the trustworthiness of a statement. Indeed, whether such offers to come down to Dunton’s bookshop were ever taken up is irrelevant; the possibility itself created the aura of authenticity. 

In addition, one might ask if the Mercury’s questions were planted by Dunton and his crew. Admittedly, that conclusion is inescapable, at least some of the time. In Vol. 8, No. 11 of the Athenian Mercury, Dunton entertains a question on a recently published book entitled, The Post-Boy Robb’d of his Mail, in which a reader desires the Athenians’ “Judgment of that Book.” It seems innocuous enough, perhaps, until one realizes that Dunton himself prepared and published the volume
. At times, the Athenians are directly confronted by readers questioning their authority. One questioner demands to know directly ”whether you only answer Questions of your own propounding as ‘tis generally thought.”
 Indeed, “generally thought” implies not only a readership but a critical readership. It brings to mind the situation which must have occurred in the London coffeehouses, of regulars and strangers sipping bowls of coffee, discussing the latest news around a table cluttered with mercuries of all types, in a scene like that described in John Phillips’ A Pleasant Conference Upon the Observator, and Heraclitus: “You may go into a Coffee-house and see a Table of an Acre long covered with nothing but Tobacco-pipes and Pamphlets, and all the seats full of Mortals leaning upon their Elbowes, licking in Tobacco, Lues and Lac’d Coffee, and studying for Arguments to revile one another.”
 Despite their doubts about the Athenians, readers, by even asking such questions, were clearly reading Dunton’s publication.

Further, the relationship between the coffeehouse readers and the bookshop writers was clearly symbiotic: each relied on what the other provided, answers and questions respectively. This relationship was cemented by the fact that each could see clear effects of each other’s handiwork: each question and answer was visible, however anonymous, to all. We can see this mutual acknowledgement in pronouncements by the Athenians: in the preface to the fourth volume of Mercury, the Athenian Society describes the “CARTLOADS of Questions which are yet upon the File, and are likely to press us to death under their weight.”
 One was clearly participating, whether author or reader, in a group affair. 

It was perhaps the very dialogue itself between readers and writers that continued Dunton’s success. In “Towards a material history of reading,” Heidi Brayman Hackel writes that “for the early modern period at least, the acknowledged reciprocity between authors and publishers and readers shaped the ways in which texts were presented and read.”
 This certainly holds for the Athenian Mercury. As Sommerville describes it in The News Revolution, 
…the Athenian Mercury let the English public speak for itself… Dunton pretended to hold a mirror up to the public. The interests of his correspondents proved wonderfully diverse. Readers, who were used to being addressed from above, now heard each others’ voices… The public took on a more substantial form in its own imagination.

And this public was no figment of Dunton’s imagination. Helen Berry has shown in her recent study of the publication Gender, Society and Print Culture in Late-Stuart England
 that the audience of the Athenian Mercury most likely did in fact exist, that the questions posed to the Society were mostly real, and that the publication’s readership consisted mainly of the “middling sort,” both men and women.
 Notably, she determined that turn-around could be as little as one month:
 a contemporary diary records the sending in of a question to the Athenian Mercury and, about a month later, the same question appears in the periodical.
 Further, the Athenian Mercury’s relative frequency of publication allowed readers not only to see their own effects on the publication, but also to experience references to contemporary events, which no doubt established an aura of veracity about the text. Questions like, “Whether there were any Reason for the Clamor against a Sermon preached before Her Majesty, March the 7th, 1689, on Matth. 25. 46.,” suggest that a contemporary reader of the Mercury would have seen the world around them reflected in real time. 

Further, in approaching an understanding of what it was about the Athenian Mercury that drew in its readers, we must acknowledge a certain natural interest inhering in the topics at hand; few indeed would be unable to resist questions which run nearly a page, describing a certain apprentice had happened upon his master in bed with an “amour” and who desires advice on how to proceed.
 There is a natural human interest in stories like these. Further, the multitude of questions of sin, the soul and the role of religion reflect a time of changing religious and scientific attitudes, of London’s “Reformation” of manners, and of the Restoration. Indeed, simply reading the Athenian Mercury suggests that such issues were dear to the public’s heart.
 In referencing contemporary events and concerns and engaging in a back-and-forth exchange between the relative knowledgeability of the authors and the curiosity of the readers, the Athenian Mercury created a unique discourse in the world of print culture.

So what exactly does the “mirror” of the Athenian Mercury reflect back to us about England in the 1690s? In the text of the periodical, one finds questions like “In what part of the Body is the Soul?”
 which brings to mind the English peasant described in Carlo Ginzburg’s The Cheese and the Worms, who was convinced the soul was simply a large bone in one’s body. The question “Is the Light a Body?” which seems to have its finger on the pulse of both the curiosity exhibited by laypeople about the world around them, and the rigorous experimental investigations of the Royal Society, begun only a few decades before the Athenian Mercury arrived on the scene. Every issue has any number of questions on popular metaphysics, about the nature of the soul, of sin, of vows and oaths and “how far binding”
 they are. Questions about America are found next to questions about the Amazons and Prester John, and these right beside, “Religion, what is it?” or “Religion, which best to choose?”
 Indeed, some questions reveal how strikingly times have changed: “I hang’d a Cat lately in my Garden full of Kittens, and when she was a dying the Kittens cry’d within her. I demand whence they had Air to make that Sound?”

Although we find questions about experiments, about lodestones and anatomy, we also find questions treating superstitions very seriously. Indeed, Vol. 4, No. 10 was entirely devoted to relations of “apparitions.” The question “Whether there be Witches? and what good Books have been written on that Subject?” is seriously entertained
, as is a questions about “astral spirits”
 and “What is a Spell, and why not lawful?”
. Questions abound about the passions, about melancholy, about the political situation in England. There are explanations of biblical texts, about the nature of time, eternity, love and the moon. Indeed, it is on the Athenian Mercury’s level playing field that one finds juxtaposed all manner of questions: “Whether all Souls are like?”
, “Whether the Light is a Body?”
,  “If the Ostrich digest Iron?”,
 “What is the Cause of Bashfulness?”
 and “Why a Horse with a round Fundament emits a square Excrement?”
 Widely read and discussed by the largely literate population of London, it was perhaps the most successful periodical of its time.
 

Clearly, one could go on for quite some time about the rich and varied set of interests the Athenian Mercury’s readership presents to posterity. A casual perusal of the Mercuries is enough to lead one with the distinct impression of a culture not quite like one’s own. The conclusion to draw from this vast array of questions, I would argue, is that, in this early stage of print culture, readers had a relative optimism or idealism. The questioners in the Athenian Mercury were generally curious about the world; they were relatively literate, but many of them had nothing like a systematic education. On every topic from the nature of God, to the movement of the clouds, to the status of their souls, the early modern man was left with uncertainties; what certainties he or she perhaps had possessed were radically forced to be revised, through the Reformation, the Scientific Revolution, the discovery of the Americas, and so many other developments of world historical significance. The making of these private uncertainties public, however anonymous, for the first time in the Athenian Mercury, reveals a readership with a remarkable level of curiosity and eagerness to learn about the world. This conclusion still holds even if some of the questions were posed facetiously or not even real; despite these questions, the publication was still read and still acted as a vector for knowledge about the world. This unique phenomenon was allowed to flower by the distinctive level of discourse opened up by John Dunton.

Urmi Bhomik tries to pin down this very level of discourse in her article, Facts and Norms in the Marketplace of Print. She writes that,

Dunton's moment of inspiration related to a new and paradoxical use of print: to use a public medium for the resolution of private dilemmas, as a vehicle of abstraction rather than in the documentation of specificity. This marks a decisive shift away from the earlier conception of print as an extension of the realm of face-to-face discourse or from that of interpersonal correspondence. Dunton found in the impersonality of print the perfect medium for the kind of exchange he wished to foster; an exchange in which both parties remain, by their own desire, ignorant of each other. In pursuing this project both readers and writers gained a new kind of self-understanding; they were made aware of the possibility of new kinds of community based in new modes of communication. The Mercury opened the way to the marketplace of print as it became coextensive with the public sphere, where participation in a social collectivity did not need to be reinforced by the sphere of face-to-face relations.

The Athenian Mercury had the effect of making the private suddenly public but in an impersonal form, one which hinted to a collective, but only through the reader’s engagement with print. I would suggest, from my above characterization of the Mercury, that the publication probably still appealed to the “realm of face-to-face discourse,” but Bhomik’s main point, which still holds, is that the very unknowns which characterize the Athenian Mercury, the anonymity of the questions, the questionable authority of the authors, were a perfect match  for the “impersonality of print.” Indeed, Kathryn Shevelow, in her study Women and Print Culture, makes the case, similar to mine, that 

the audience  assumed an actual, constitutive existence upon the page, engaged in a dynamic relationship with the Society…Despite the periodical’s clear positioning of the Athenian Society as the dominant party in the epistolary pact they established with their readers, a horizontal relationship emerged from both the periodical’s acknowledged dependence upon readers for economic and textual sustenance and the ‘egalitarianism of print’ created by the extensive representation of readers on the page.

As Shevelow sums up, “The Athenian Mercury extended to its readers and writers both the expressive possibilities represented by print and the institution of the authority structure that contained and regulated that expression.”
 In order to make more concrete what exactly this authority structure entailed and what a close study of the Athenian Mercury can tell us about the London book trade and the state of its readership, we will now proceed to discussion of the evolution of a single question, one about the existence of a vacuum. 

I will attempt in the rest of this study to argue more specifically that the Athenian Mercury provides us with a cross-section of English culture in the 1690s. In particular, I will look at the Mercury’s treatment of the question of “Whether or no there’s a Vacuum?” and how the answer to that question changed in the course of a single year. This change hints to the uncertainties and changing foundations of a culture transitioning from medieval cosmologies and Aristotelian learning to the conceptions and axioms of modern science. We will see qualitatively that such a transition was heavily influenced by the dynamics of the book trade.

II. The Vacuum Question


To begin with, the intellectual stage of the late 17th century must be set.

In 1660, Robert Boyle entered the world of experimental natural philosophy with the publication of The Spring and Weight of the Air.
 In the ensuing years he would perform countless experiments on air and its opposite, the vacuum. Using the air-pumps built for him by Robert Hooke, he would investigate the nature of what appeared to be empty space and its effect on, for example, the animals within in them or the light shined through them.
 Through the 1660’s, 70’s, and 80’s, Boyle himself published a multitude of scientific works. In addition, the Philosophical Transactions publicized many accounts of new pneumatical experiments, accomplished by Boyle himself and others.
 It was during these years that the vacuum controversy was at its height.  

Despite the experiments performed by Toricelli, Boyle, and others, the question of the vacuum remained philosophically up in the air. Nor was the controversy an isolated issue; the question of the vacuum was inextricably tied up with atomistic philosophy. Louis Trenchard, in his study, The Life and Works of the Honourable Robert Boyle, provides an overview of the philosophical groups at work during the time period:

The principle natural philosophies then in vogue were: the Peripatetic, based on the metaphysics of Aristotle; according to which all bodies were a mixture of four essential elements—earth, water, air, and fire. They were mutually transmutable by the active agents of heat and cold, dryness and moisture. To these, the Alchemists had added an essential mercury as a prima material for metals. In the sixteenth century, the school of the Chemists, or Spagyrists, had been founded by Paracelsus; according to which all bodies were compounds of three hydrostatic principles—salt, sulfur, and mercury—and the reduction of a compound body to its principles was by fire alone… Of late, the atomic hypothesis of Democritus, as developed by the Epicureans, had been revived by Gassendi and Boyle, as a corollary of Cartesianism; and, to indicate that the taint of atheistic chance had been removed, the atom was changed to the vaguer corpuscle.

As a consequence of their philosophies, Aristotle denied the vacuum, as did Descartes, but for different reasons; although Descartes denied the vacuum, he nevertheless believed in the corpuscularian hypothesis. Boyle was a corpuscularian, but, as we shall see, was more-or-less publicly agnostic on the vacuum question. 

Trenchard describes the dilemma faced by the natural philosophers at the time: “They could no longer accept the naïve belief of the Middle Ages regarding the nature of the soul and the actual re-assembling of the material elements of the body; nor could they subscribe to the doctrine of the Epicureans, revived by Hobbes and regarded by them with horror as atheistic, which denied the reality of anything but bodies perceptible by the sense, and ascribe all phenomena to chance.”
 Boyle and his colleagues were stuck between the atheism of Hobbes and the belief of the scholastics, which was long entrenched: “it is difficult to appreciate the horror of a vacuum which obsessed the mediaeval mind.”
 


It was under these complex and often confusing intellectual conditions that Boyle performed his famous air-pump experiments. In their study of the period, the Leviathan and the Air-Pump, Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer expose the social conditions and controversies under which Boyle undertook his experimentation on the air. They show how the legitimacy of the experiment as a means of knowledge was challenged, but ultimately constructed by the work of Boyle and others in to an authoritative form of knowledge, with certain aims and limitations. On the point of the vacuum question, Shapin and Schaffer offer an important piece of narrative:

Boyle professed himself reluctant to enter “so nice a question” (of vacuums) and he did not “dare” to “take upon me to determine so difficult a controversy.” To settle the question of a vacuum was not what this experiment was about, nor could questions like these be any part of the experimental programme. They could not be settled experimentally, and, because they could not, they were illegitimate questions…Boyle was not “a vacuist” nor did he undertake his New Experiments to prove a vacuum. Nor was he “a plenist”…What he was endeavoring to create was a natural philosophical discourse in which such questions were inadmissible.

Essentially, whether the space created in the Toricellian experiment, or in Boyle’s own experiments, was truly devoid of all matter, was not a question that experimental philosophy could answer. One hypothesis was that the space was not empty at all; as the gas was removed, the space was filled in immediately by aether. Responding to this Boyle held the view that “if there was an aether, if it was “really so subtle and yielding a matter” that could penetrate wood, leather and glass…then it was not “sensible.” It had no physical properties relevant to the program of the air-pump experiments.”
 As a natural philosopher, Boyle declared that he could only draw what conclusions were possible from his experimental work. Indeed, the Spring and Weight of the Air reflects these concerns. As Trenchard writes, “…instead of the customary long and obscure narrations, [Boyle] merely described his apparatus, the new air-pump, and then followed with the results of forty-three experiments, arranged in sequences according to topic and expressed as simply and clearly as he could.”
 The most he would offer was that perhaps nature did really abhor a vacuum, “[however], without having recourse to any such disputable principle, a fair account may be given of the proposed phaenomenon, by the pressure or weight of the air.


Taken together, the situation in natural science at the end of the 17th century was one rife with confusion and subtlety, over the existence of vacuums, of atoms, of the purview of natural philosophy, and possibility of reconciling science (associated with atheism) and faith. The common Londoner of the 1690’s could not be expected to understand the finer points of this tangled web of natural philosophy. For those curious about the new science, the controversies at the time must have left the layman with more uncertainties than facts. 

The questions and answers of the Athenian Mercury reflect this contemporary confusion over natural philosophy. More than a fifth of all questions sent into the periodical were science-related questions.
 Indeed, on science, like so many other subjects, the Athenian Mercury provides a valuable glimpse into the social context of the time. This context was not simply a function of the opinions of elite scientists trickling down to the public; the state of knowledge propagated by the Athenian Mercury was ultimately affected by both the intellectual climate as well as the conditions of the book trade.


On Saturday, April 4th, 1691 in Vol. 1, No. 4, Query 8 of the Athenian Mercury, the question appears, “Whether there is a Vacuum?” The answer has been reproduced in full.

Answ. In admitting a Vacuum, we run into very great Absurdities by offering false Conclusions from false Premises. I would ask our Vacuum Maintainers whether God or Nature ever did any thing in vain, either immediately or by accidental Consequence? they will answer in the Negative, or run into deeper Absurdities: Wherefore taking it for granted, I ask of what use is a Vacuum? or what produces it? their ignorance in the first we’ll pass over, and if to the last they say, ‘tis a privation of matter form’d by the separation of bodies; that also is an Error, for materiality can never be the Efficient cause of its Contrariety, viz. Nothing. We admit matter to be divisible and subdivisable, and so on ad infinitum; if an Instrument could be made fine enough for separation, and the Eye strengthened to guide that Instrument to operate on such sub-divided Particles, but the Motion of none of them, nor any thing else, can produce a Vacuum; for as the Air is driven forward by one body’s motion, so that body is pursu’d by the Air behind: This is evident by the motion of the Feather or any light matter, which will follow your hand if you strike the Air near it. Also, if you move a stick in the mater, you will see the water pursue it as if Nature abhorr’d a Vacuum. Now we argue a Majort (?), if thick water (or Air condens’d) admits not a Vacuum, the Air being much more subtle and refined cannot; and the Argument is yet the stronger, if we consider that Air may be contracted or dilated, as appears from several Inventions of Engines, Air Guns, &c.
It is significant that the question was even asked. It may have been brought up in jest as a way of testing the knowledge of the Athenians; or perhaps the questioner was seeking a definite unraveling of the historical confusion around the question of vacua. Either way, the question was asked specifically and directly, with the implication, which was understood by the Athenians, that a vacuum was something to be questioned. 


So, what does their answer tell us?


Obviously, the Athenians vehemently deny the existence of a vacuum. Indeed, they claim that such an idea is absurd; it would cause contradictions in God’s natural system. When they write, “‘tis a privation of matter form’d by the separation of bodies,” the Athenians are referring to the idea of a vacuum specifically as the empty space between masses. These masses, of course, could be atoms. But the Athenians do not subscribe to that view; it seems they are firmly in the camp of the Aristotelians. 

In saying, “for materiality can never be the Efficient cause of its Contrariety, viz. Nothing,” they are employing the various rules, categories, and terminology devised by Aristotle in order to describe the properties and nature of things in the world. The application of Aristotle’s system manifests itself as the logical reasoning through problems with which one is confronted, using the various properties of the things in question as a starting point. Such is the basis of scholasticism. Empirical evidence is less important than logical, syllogistic consistency. As Michael Hunter writes in “A New Theory of Intellectual Change,” philosophers in the traditional view employed “rhetorical approaches, and with…higher value on more deductive skills...”
 Thus, despite the air-pump, the Aristotelian says that, logically, something cannot create nothing. Further, like Aristotle, the Athenians believe in the continuity of matter, which is divisible “ad infinitum.” No empty space can be created, because the substance in question will fill in the gap created immediately. Interestingly, they cite the “several Inventions of Engines, Air Guns &c,” Boyle’s very experimental tools, for the reader’s edification. All in all, the Athenian’s answer relies on a very medieval, scholastic conception of nature; indeed, they quote Aristotle himself directly: “as if Nature abhorr’d a Vacuum.” The issue, however, is far from clear, as evidenced by the mention of “Air Guns.” There is perhaps an undercurrent of Boyle’s experiments running through their answer.


Lest one think that curiosity about vacua was a one time affair, on July 28th of 1691, in Vol. 3, No. 1 of the Athenian Mercury, the very same question and a similar answer is given. Further, and more significantly, in the next month, on July 4th, in Volume 2, No. 2, the question is asked “How can we understand a closer or looser Connection in the parts of matter, without admitting a Mixture of Vacuities?” The wording implies that the questioner, to begin with, was doubtful of the philosophical existence of vacua. The Athenians were happy to indulge him in that view. Their answer rehashes much of the same material, but they notably end with a citation: “See the Experiments among the Philosophical Transactions.” Knowing the way that Athenians play with the truth at times, it is difficulty to ascertain exactly how familiar they were with the publication of the Royal Society from this reference. Nevertheless, when this evidence is taken together with Boyle’s insistence on laying out his experiments without a particular philosophical leaning, it is no great leap to speculate that the public could have easily misinterpreted the language of the experiments. The program, as it had been formed in Boyle’s publications and in the Philosophical Transactions was philosophically ambiguous and open to interpretation. For Boyle, setting out the extents and limits of natural philosophy, this was a strength; nevertheless, it is certainly possible that the finer points of his epistemological move were lost on the public. Without the link provided by a more clear citation of Boyle’s work, this is the most one can conclude.
 In Vol. 2, No. 28, we find another reference to the Philosophical Transactions. In answer to query 2 of the issue, the Athenians write: “…the weight of the Water for [two objects], which, as in Buckets let down to the bottom of the Sea, (concerning which, see the Transactions of the Royal Society,) the Covers whereof are press’d down by the Ponderosity of the Water…” Again, the Transactions are mentioned. As detailed previously, the audience for the Philosophical Transactions was mainly a learned, scientific one. The Athenians’ offhand references to it, as seen here, however, show that the Transactions were part of the common parlance as a way of invoking authority. In this way, the Athenian Mercury can perhaps be seen as a kind of layman’s conduit, however imperfect, for natural philosophy, a middle man between the Royal Society and the rest of the public. We will return to this idea later.


Further clarification of the issue of vacua comes in Vol. 2, No. 22 of the Athenian Mercury, a few weeks later. In answer to the question, “Why a Pump may not be made to draw Water an hundred Feet deep as well as twenty four, &c?,” the Athenians make no mention of Boyle or of atmosphere pressure. Instead, we are told that, for instance, a cork is forced into a bottle under water because 

that little quantity of Air having gone too far in a contrary Element, and finding it self oppress’d by the other’s opposite Power, and being beyond a possibility of further relief from its own, began to gather Strength, as all other Natures do, by Contraction and Union, till the general Frame of Nature was forced either to suffer a Vacuum in the rest of the Bottle, or else to send in the Water into it, to supply its place, by driving in the Cork to come at it,
 all of which speaks to the kind of logical reasoning that made the Aristotelian world-view distinctive. Air is not a subject of experimental study, but rather something possessing Aristotelian properties such as elasticity, “that natural buoying quality of Air [which] cannot assimilate itself to the declining Centre of Gravity”, and further has a “contrary”; the Athenians go on to describe the situation of the air in the submerged bottle as being driven further into its “Enemies Quarters,” away from its kind, the great mass of air, “loose, and expanded upon the Surface of the Earth or Waters.” The personification of the elements, known as “vitalism,” was a common way of conceiving of the properties of an element.

A similar answer had been given back in May of 1691, in Vol. 1, No. 26, which employed much of the same language. In their answer, the Athenians remarked that “Nature abhors a Vacuum” and that the elements work “to hinder Vacuities.” Again the “power” of elements is brought up, along with phrases like “’Tis not only the nature of animate but inanimate Bodies (such as the Elements) to act as independently as they can.” Further, by autumn, in Vol. 3, No. 24, in answer to the question, “What is Solidity?”, the Athenians emphasize the “Continuity of Matter” as the put it. To clinch the matter, in Vol. 2, No. 24, there had been a question, “Whether or no is matter Divisible into infinite parts?” In their answer, a distinction was made between affirming yes, after the fashion of the Atomists, and yes, “potentially but not Actually.” The Athenians side with latter.

This lengthy reconstruction of the Athenians’ beliefs should confirm the fact that the Athenians were committed Aristotelians. Where might they have obtained this view? McEwen writes that “…Sault was most probably and Wesley certainly had instruction in the sciences in Dissenting academies, which prepared them to answer many questions on the physical and biological sciences.” Indeed, Wesley would have read Charles Morton’s textbook Compendium Physicae during the years he attended one of the best known academies at Newington Green. If he had not, Sault too would most likely have been familiar with the book as well, despite being self-taught.

Morton’s book, which was published in 1687, contains a chapter 8, “Of Air,” notable in this relation for two reasons. First, as Theodore Hornberger puts out in his notes to the Compendium, republished in 1940, “Although there are hints of the De Generatione et Corruptione [of Aristotle] in Morton’s treatment of air, he is more largely indebted to Boyle’s The Spring and Weight of Air (Oxford, 1660).” Morton references many of the discussions in Boyle’s text and goes so far as to makes use of his same examples. Morton considers the “air-pump experiments and of what happens in rarefaction,” which, however, is “not accepted by Morton, who will not give up ‘nature abhors a vacuum.’” Indeed, as Hornberger goes on to say, the “whole chapter is saturated with Boyle’s ideas,” although Morton seems to pick and choose from Boyle’s work in order to make them fit into his Aristotelian philosophy.

Second, Morton’s chapter “Of Air” is crucial because his Compedium Physicae is most likely the source of the Athenian Mercury’s answer to the question of vacuums. Consider this passage, quoted at length:

[the] compression of air is call’d condensation, because then it has more of matter in less space; and its contrary distension, is cal’d Rarefaction because it has less of the matter in a greater space; But what fills the Vacuity[es] between the parts in Rarefaction, in such cases where no sensible supply is to be perceived is a great Question…
Notably, he uses Boyle’s word here, “sensible.” Morton then describes an experiment in which a glass tube, sealed at one end, is alternately heated and cooled in order to change the water level within. When the water level recedes, the space opened up “must be either a vacuum, or it is Aetherial, [or] fiery matter, that can Easyly permeate the pores, of the Glass to avoid a Vacuum.” Morton decides in favor of “the permeating Matter, because nature abhors a Vacuum.” Significantly, Morton ends with

The force of this sp[r]ing of the Air is great, as appears in Wind Guns, and Artificial fountains, formed on this foundation; as also the lifting of weights by an half blown bladder in the Evacuated vessell of the Air pump.

Indeed, these very experiments filled the pages of Boyle’s The Spring and Weight of Air. Taken all together, no doubt, here we can see the origin of the Athenian’s belief, in which they combine casual references to modern natural philosophy—of which we shall see more later—even as they espouse a fundamentally Aristotelian viewpoint.

It is worth considering that the Philosophical Transactions had been more or less suspended since 1687.
 This no doubt led to the question on November 24th, 1691 in Vol. 4, No. 17 of the Athenian Mercury, “What are the Royal Society now a doing, and what have they done for these several Years last past? and the Reason that we hear so little to nothing from ‘em?” The answer is significant for making mention of Robert Boyle, “…there being in the last Weeks Thursdays Gazet an account of two Books publish’d by two persons, who were the great Ornaments of that Society, the Ingenious Mr. E. and the Honorable Mr. Boyle, whom all the World admire…” Boyle’s book in question was no doubt 1691’s Experimenta Et Observationes Physicae published by John Taylor and John Wyat.
 

In this same vein, the Athenians often invoked Boyle on various subjects, often in veneration. On December 5th of 1691, in Vol. 5, No. 2, readers were exhorted: “Let anyone who wou’d have further satisfaction consult Mr. Boyl of the effects of Motion.” And in Vol. 5, No. 11, Boyle is mentioned in a poetic answer as an expert on color, that “which none but Boyl himself and Phoebus know…” Boyle was one of the most well-known members of the Royal Society, and also one of the most popular, perhaps because of his ability to reconcile modern science and religion
. Indeed, a casual perusal of his bibliography cements this notion as one sees religious tracts sitting right beside experimental ones.
 

The Athenians, then, whose publication also placed questions of science beside matters of the soul were a perfect match for the “Honourable Robert Boyle.” Indeed, McEwen goes so far as to describe Boyle as the Athenians’ “patron saint.”
 The Athenians could invoke him with impunity in order to prove their learning, whether they had read him or not, or, in the Athenians’ specific case, if they had only assimilated his findings through secondary sources. 

Indeed, simply because Boyle had published works on certain topics obviously did not mean that such knowledge was instantly diffused. Knowledge, especially scientific knowledge, could take rather circuitous paths as it made its way through the general populous. Whether the Athenians had actually read Boyle’s work is impossible to say; it is, however, notable that at this point they never quote anything specific from it: the reader is only exhorted to consult Boyle at the end of an explanation. Other times his name is merely invoked. Nevertheless, Wesley’s (or Sault’s) experience with Morton shows the Athenians to be relatively familiar with his findings, although only through the ideological lens of Morton’s Aristotelianism. This was all to change.

On Sunday, December 30th, 1691, Robert Boyle died.
 This was to have great repercussions for the rest of that year. The following graph shows the number of  results for a search for “Boyle” in the English Short Title Catalogue, each year from 1659 to 1697.
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Figure 1 - Number of Listings for "Boyle" in the ESTC, 1659-1697

This is a rough, but demonstrative metric. There are two spikes in the data: one in the early 1660’s, when Boyle was first beginning to experiment and publish,— and one exactly in 1692, at the time of Boyle’s death. On January 7th of the new year, the “Right Reverend Father in God, GILBERT Lord Bishop of Sarum” preached a funeral sermon for Robert Boyle at “St. MARTINS in the Fields.”
 The next week (January 14th to 18th), the London Gazette made notice of the publication of Gilbert’s funeral sermon.
 On February 6th, 1692, in Vol. 6, No. 2 of the Athenian Mercury, the question appears:

We wonder that since your Society obliges the World with all sorts of Learning, and since you have Poets amongst you that you have not many an Elegy upon Mr. Boyle, of whom you have so often made honourable mention, and who has deserv’d so well of the Learned World, Pray try your hands, and let him be redeem’d from the Common Fate of all such Great person has have dy’d lately, viz. to be murder’d afterwards with some Bellmans persecuting Ditty equally nauseous for Folly and Nonsence.
True to form, the Athenians follow the question with “An ELEGY On the Death of the Honourable ROBERT BOYLE, Esq; Fellow of the Royal Society.” In the course of the “Pindarick,” the Athenians include the line “…what strange Elastic power the Air contains…” Again, this basic familiarity with Boyle’s work no doubt derives from Morton and the popular conception of Boyle, the well-known figure of learning. On June 29th of 1692, Awnsham and John Churchill publish “The General History of the AIR, Designed and Begun by the Honble ROBERT BOYLE Esq.” It was prepared for publication before Boyle’s death; it was his last work.

In fact, all throughout 1692, the year after Boyle’s death, the philosopher’s books were republished multiple times in various sizes to fit all tastes, and so hurriedly that one imprint bears an incorrect date.
 Indeed, the popular “Some motives and incentives to the love of God” was published multiple times in quarto and octavo. Not only were sermons and elegies printed
, but also Boyle’s books on medicine, his experimental works, his famous “Chymicus Rationalis,” and a full catalogue of his works. Many were republished multiple times, in varying formats, and by many of the same printers (Sam Smith, John Taylor, for example) no doubt capitalizing on the success of the recently deceased philosopher. Further, one would imagine that the periodical press was at work publishing all nature of Boyle-related paraphernalia, just as the Athenian Mercury had, and the number of pirated editions of his work would be impossible to assert with any certainty.
 Robert Hooke himself, in his diaries, records that shortly after Boyle’s death, he came upon “neer 100 of Mr Boyles high Dutch Chymicall books ly[ing] exposed in Moofeilds on the railes.”
 Clearly, Dunton and his associates would have been especially likely to have picked up one of Boyle’s works that particular year. Further, it must not be forgotten that Dunton himself was a particularly successful and well-connected bookseller himself.
 He would have been in touch with much that saw its way into print. 
In short, the environment was transformative. By the time autumn fell on 1692, on Saturday, October 29th, in Vol. 8, No. 18 of the Athenian Mercury, the question appears again: “Whether or no there’s a Vacuum?” And again, the answer is worth reproducing in full.

What some few of our Members may have said of this Subject, whom we are satisfied retain a little too much of the Peripatetick Philosophy, we have not here leisure to examine; but we shall now give you what the more Modern Learned  generally conclude upon at this time; There are many small Vacuities throughout the Universe, dispers’d amongst Bodies, and parts of Bodies. We must either admit this, or the penetration of Bodies, or deny all Motion, none of which we can do; for suppose a Bottle contain’d a hundred thousand Atoms, and wou’d receive no more, its certain that none of these Atoms cou’d be mov’d without penetration, because there’s no room for one Atom to give place to another. ‘Tis the property of Bodies to resist Motion; if therefore the Universe was full of Atoms, or Bodies, it wou’d resist Motion on every side, and throughout the whole. The most plausible thing  that we find objected, is, That Water is a Continuous Body, close, and without any Vacuum intersparsum; as also the Air is continuous, and yet Fish move in the first without leaving any Vacuum behind them, and Birds in the last with the same Effect. To this we Answer, That tho it may appear so to the Eye, those particles of water closing so fast after the Fish, that they are not discernable, yet there’s no dispute against the matter of Fact, which many Experiments, both as to Water and Air, do fully evince. Suppose then that in a Tube of Glass, hermetically seal’d, the Air be forc’d into the room of six Fingers breadth, and the particles of Air to be two Millions, which take up these six Fingers breadth of the Tube: Suppose also that the Air be farther compress’d in this Tube to three Fingers breadth, as its plain it may by the Action of Air Guns; either it will be, that two particles of Air fill’d up one space in the Tube, or else that one particle was in two spaces: the first can’t be without penetration, nor the last without an Absurdity, therefore we must have recourse to a Vacuum, into which these particles were compress’d; if in Air, much more in Water, for the many Experiments that have been made in Freezing, assure us of a vast quantity of Air in Water, and consequently of Vacuum’s, for if Air which is more subtle and thin, has Vacuum’s in it, it follows doubly that Water may, because ‘tis compos’d of grosser particles, and even contains that which contains Vacuums as above.
In short, this represents a completely turnaround. The Athenians have abandoned their previous Aristotelian or “Peripatetick Philosophy” and aligned their opinions with the “more Modern Learned.” They both admit the existence of vacuities, as well as espouse an atomistic view of the world. The Athenians, previously, had shied away from the use of “atoms” entirely. Now, they hold a logically consistent philosophy of bodies composed of atoms in a vacuum. More than that, the Athenians attempt rhetorically to prove the necessity of this view, “We must either admit this, or the penetration of Bodies, or deny all Motion, none of which we can do,” almost as if they were directly refuting their own previous position. It is also significant that the Athenians mention “many Experiments.” In fact, they describe one such experiment with a “Tube of Glass,” “hermetically sealed.” The air is later compressed with “Air Guns.” One would imagine that these experiments, so specifically described, would have at least had their inspiration in something that “some few of our Members” had read in the intervening year.
 Indeed, considering the often inflated view that the Athenians had of their membership, “some few of our Members” most likely means some one of them, perhaps Wesley himself. 

Without a piece of evidence to show directly the origin of the Athenians’ new belief, one can only remain in the realm of the probable. 
 It is probable, howevern, that because of the influx of Boyle’s publications, after his death, at least one of the Athenians came to finally read the philosopher himself. Without a doubt, soon enough, they did. On Tuesday, May 16th, 1693 in Vol. 10, No. 15 of the Athenian Mercury, the Athenians published an issue largely devoted to questions relating to the air. The answers show an understanding of Boyle’s experiments to a surprising technical degree. Further, the vague references to the Philosophical Transactions or the Hon. Mr. Boyle have been replaced with citations of specificity: in answer to the question, “Pray what is the Reason for the Difficulty of determining the height of the Atmosphere…the proportion of Air to Quicksilver being known by Mr. Boyle’s Experiments to be as 1 to 14000 very near?,” the Athenians include in their response, “…because the Air when destitute of its pressure, has by Mr. Boyle’s Experiments dilated it self so as to take up above 150 times its former place.” To clinch the matter, query 5 of the issue is again the question of a cork, found to have been forced into the bottle it was plugging, after being plunged under water. The Athenians admit to having answered the question once before, and recognize the necessity for answering it again. Their answer is elaborate and they authenticate themselves by appealing again to Mr. Boyle: “as such as have read in Mr. Boyl’s Experiments upon the Weight and Spring of the Air…” Their answers, with frequent specific references to the experiments in the above mentioned text, show a new familiarity with the work of Boyle.
 Ultimately, it seems that fact that the Athenians had become up-to-date with the current science is not a function of the efforts of the natural philosophers; rather it stems from the commerical leanings of the London book trade.

Further, this shift to an acceptance of vacua and atomistic philosophy, divorced from atheism, was “in the air,” so to speak. At his death, Boyle established an annual lectureship. Eight sermons were to be given each year, in Boyle’s words, “for proving the Christian religion against notorious Infidels, viz. Atheists.” As Trenchard writes, “Boyle’s specific purpose was to counteract the fashionable atheism widely spread through England by the philosophy of Spinoza and Hobbes, and to demonstrate that his own corpuscularian hypothesis, when rightly understood, a powerful support to the Christian religion. The executors chose for their first preacher, in 1692, Mr. Richard Bentley, then chaplain to Bishop Stillingfleet and later the Master of Trinity College, Cambridge.” The first sermon was given in St. Martin’s, where Boyle had been recently buried, on March 7th. The latter seven were given at St. Mary-le-Bow’s. They were entitled “A Confutation of Atheism.”

These lectures, popular and widely printed soon after they were delivered
, represents a refutation of atheistical atomistic philosophy, but an affirmation that atomism could coexist with a belief in God. In the sixth sermon, just a month before the Athenians publicly reversed their position on vacua, Bentley had preached, “though Universal Matter should have endured from everlasting, divided into infinite Particles in the Epicurean way, and though Motion should have been coaeval and coeternal with it: yet those Particles or Atoms could never of themselves by omnifarious kinds of Motion, whether Fortuitous or Mechanical, have fallen or been disposed into this or a like visible System.”
 In the same sermon, he claims, “it is a thing possible, that Matter may have been produced out of Nothing. It is urged as an Universal Maxim; that Nothing can proceed from Nothing. Now this we readily allow; and yet it will prove nothing against the Possibility of Creation. For when they say, Nothing from Nothing; they must so understand it, as excluding all Causes, both material and efficient,” which is an effective refutation of one of the Athenian Mercury’s direct claims, back in 1691: “for materiality can never be the Efficient cause of its Contrariety, viz. Nothing.”

In the fourth sermon, preached June 6, 1692, Bentley directly brings Boyle into the picture.

The Mechanical or Corpuscular Philosophy, though peradventure the oldest, as well as the best in the world, had lain buried for many Ages in contempt and oblivion; till it was happily restor'd and cultivated anew by some excellent Wits of the present Age. But it principally owes its re-establishment and lustre, to Mr. Boyle  that Honourable Person of ever Blessed Memory, who hath not only shewn its usefulness in Physiology above the vulgar Doctrines of Real Qualities and Substantial Forms; but likewise its great serviceableness to Religion it self.
Further, and conclusively, just over a week since the Athenians themselves reversed their position, on November 7th, 1692, in the seventh of Bentley’s sermons, he declaimed, “Now since Gravity is found proportional to the Quantity of Matter, there is a manifest Necessity of admitting a Vacuum, another principal Doctrine of the Atomical Philosophy.” 

Clearly, by this time, in the aftermath of Boyle’s death, Boyle’s works were being presented to the public in a more systematic form, for various reasons, both ideal and commercial. Whereas Boyle himself had left the ultimate question of the vacuum unanswered, occupying himself with experimental questions alone, his work, for many, spoke for itself: vacuities were a natural consequence of atomic philosophy. As we have seen, through its own about-face, the Athenian Mercury both reflected and continued that process of popularization. As Hunter puts it, “the way in which a hand-me-down version of the new philosophy was now widely propagated is well illustrated by the Athenian Mercury.”
 

The significance of the shift in the Athenian Mercury’s position on vacua is considerable. It was part of a larger change in the relationship between science and society in the 1690s. Indeed, as Hunter writes, “What one finds in the 1690s was a distinctive, formative stage in the new science’s rise to widespread acceptance.”
 The Athenians’ various answers show both the influence of earlier, Aristotelian philosophies in both the curiosity of the questioner (to ask the question at all, and multiple times) and the learning of the questioned. In addition, it emphasizes the fact that the state of the book trade was both actively influencing events, even as it was influenced by the contemporary situation. At a time when book runs were relatively small
, it is notable that the writers of the Athenian Society could be influenced within a distinct period of time by the diffusion of Boyle’s knowledge after his death. 

So, the Athenian Mercury’s differing answers on the vacuum question mirror the larger reality of the popular culture of the period, in which traditional metaphysics co-existed with modern natural philosophies, and curiosity abounded in both the learned and the lay. Hunter characterizes it succinctly below:

...the 1690s are to be seen as a transitional period. The new science had ‘arrived’ in terms of a growing public acceptance of its essential correctness as a means of understanding the natural world and of its utility in proving God’s beneficial design in the universe… But, even so, much had yet to be done in terms of disseminating specific natural philosophical theories as against a generalized sense that the new philosophy was preferable to the old.

The shift in the Athenian Mercury is a missing link. In the aftermath of Boyle’s death, his books were republished and read by the Athenians. The Athenians, in turn, brought that knowledge to a large and diverse number of readers. This is a specific example of the path of diffusion of scientific information and the conditions under which it occurred. This link is significant not only for the history of science but also the history of the book and the early periodical.


Through the impersonal means of print, the readers of the Athenian Mercury made their private questions and curiosities public, in an anonymous form which freed them from fear of their own ignorance. The very fact that such a dialogue was occurring in real time between the writers and readers of the Mercury created a situation in which the Athenian Mercury was widely read despite questionable credentials. Through this means, the publication proved to be an important conduit of knowledge to the public, although sometimes imperfect.
 As McEwen gently characterizes it:

Like many of the virtuosi, who were after all seeking knowledge even though sometimes in ridiculous ways, the Athenians sometimes made wrong conclusions based upon incomplete investigation, influence, as the entire age was, by the open conflict between orthodox religious belief and the emerging concepts of natural philosophy leading to natural religion.

But despite its failings, the Athenian Mercury provided to the readers of its day an entertaining and informative read. It had its pulse on the issues of the era and reflected back at its readers their cultural situation. It mirrored the tensions of an early modern England in flux. The Athenians’ boundless enthusiasm resulted in a successful project of questions and answers the like of which the world had never seen. In Vol. 8, No. 1, the Athenians’ are given the chance to judge their handiwork in response to the question, “Can you tell me what good was ever yet done by your Athenian Mercury?” Their answer is characteristic, half serious, half tongue-in-cheek: 

…to say nothing of how helpful we have been to Pastry-Cooks, &c. we think we may in earnest, and without vanity pretend that our Paper has been of some real use both to the publick, and in many particular cases of high moment:…none can deny but we have rais’d a kind of Learned Ferment in the Nation…for particular persons, tho’ ‘tis impossible to satisfy all, nor were we ever so vain to hope it, yet we find we have done so to great many, in cases of the highest Concern, and which may have a much larger influence by being thus publick. And for the rest, had we only innocently diverted the World, ‘twou’d be no unacceptable piece of Service…
Surely Dunton’s “Question-Project,” lives up to its full, original title, the Athenian Gazette, or Casuistical Mercury, Resolving all the most Nice and Curious Questions proposed by the Ingenious. 

Ingenious, indeed.
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