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… it became a curious anomalyand one to be explained away that Newton's studies in
astronomy, optics, and
mathematics only occupied a
small portion of his time. In fact
most of his great powers were
poured out upon church
history, theology, "the
chronology of ancient
kingdoms," prophecy, and
alchemy.
(Betty Jo Teeter Dobbs (1930-1994),
The Foundations of Newton's

Betty Jo Teeter Dobbs (1930-1994)

(Originally printed in 1888)

In this section Gray lists two works on chronology
authored by I. Newton (1642-1726/7) posthumously
published together in London in 1728 as
The Chronology of Ancient Kingdoms amended. To which
is Prefix'd, A Short Chronicle from the First Memory of
Things in Europe, to the Conquest of Persia by Alexander
the Great. London: 1728.
Newton worked on chronology for the last 40 years (!)
of his life. Some authors suggest that he produced 80
manuscript versions of the first chapter of his
Chronology.

The book contained two parts:
A Short Chronicle from the first memory of Things in
Europe, to the Conquest of Persia by Alexander the
Great, a relatively short text (pp. 1-42), and
The Chronology of Ancient Kingdoms amended, a much
longer text (pp. 43-376).
The Short Chronicle was an abstract of his studies that
Newton had written for Princess Caroline of
Brandenburg-Ansbach in 1717 on her request.
The Short Chronicle contained a large number of
historical dates that differed significantly from
established scholarly consensus.

The Short Chronicle begins as follows:
“The Greet Antiquities are full of Poetical Fictions, because
the Greeks wrote nothing in Prose, before the Conquest of
Asia by Cyrus the Persian. Then Pherecydes Scyrius and
Cadmus Miletius introduced the writing in Prose.”

Newton goes on to describe how the first Greek histories
were written. According to him, the first historical works of
Greeks were based on the historical and genealogical records
available to them. These records included some unidentified
“Genealogies”, “Ages of Succession of Priestesses of Juno”,
lists of Kings, of Archons of Athens (“Archons” were rulers
of Greek city states). Later reckoning by Olympiads was
used.

However, remarks Newton,
“… the Reigns of Kings were yet set down by numbers
of years. The Arundelian Marbles were composed sixty
years after the death of Alexander the Great, and yet
mention not the Olympiads: But in the next Olympiad,
Timoeus Siculus published an history in several books
down to his own times, according to the Olympiads,
comparing the Ephori, the Kings of Sparta, the Archons
of Athens, and the Priestesses of Argos, with the
Olympic Victors, so as to make the Olympiads, and the
Genealogies, and Sucessions of Kings, Archons, and
Priestesses, and poetical histories suit with one another,
according to the best of his judgment. And where he left
off, Polybius began and carried on the history. “

Archon (plural árchontes) is a Greek word that means
"ruler", frequently used as the title of a specific public
office.
The ”Arundel marbles” are
a collection of
carved Ancient Greek
sculptures and inscriptions
collected by Thomas
Howard, 14th Earl of
Arundel (1585–1646).

Thomas Howard, Earl of Arundel, collector

Sphinx, Roman, 50-200 CE. One of the "Arundel
Marbles" Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, England.

He had a large collection
of antique sculpture,
the Arundel
Marbles mostly Roman,
but including some he
had excavated in the
Greek world, which was
then the most important
in England. After his
death the remaining
treasures were dispersed.
The marble and statue
collection was later
bequeathed to Oxford
University.

Some of these are
not works of art but
important
inscriptions, the first
Greek inscriptions
that had been seen
in England,
including the Parian
Chronicle, inscribed
about 263 BC
(found on Paros),
which gives Greek
dates from 1582 BC
down to 354 BC.

The Parian Marble, otherwise known as the Parian
Chronicle or the Marmor Parium, the earliest extant
example of a Greek chronological table; covers the period
from the accession of King Cecrops in Athens in 1581/0
BC to 264/3 BC. A fragment found in 1897, preserved in
museum on Paros. Contains chronicle entries for the years
336–299 BC.

The Marbles combine dates for events which modern
readers would consider mythic, such as the Flood
(dated 1529/28 BC) with dates we would categorize as
historic. For the Greeks, the events of their distant past,
such as the Trojan War (dated from 1217 to 1208 BC in
the Parian inscription) and the Voyage of the Argonauts
were historic: their myths were understood as legends
to the Greeks. The Parian inscriptions spend more
detail on the Heroic Age than on certifiably historic
events closer to the date the stele was inscribed and
erected, apparently during 264/263 BC.

Ephorus of Cyme (c. 400 – 330 BC) was an ancient Greek
historian known for his universal history, a set of 29 books,
edited by his son (who added a 30th book; hence “Ephori”
mentioned by Newton) that contained a summary
description of the Sacred War and other narratives from the
days of the Heraclids up until 340 BC, covering a time span
of more than seven hundred years.
Timaeus of Tauromenium (c. 355/350 BC – c. 260 BC)
was an ancient Greek historian born to a wealthy Greek
family in Tauromenium (modern Taormina), in
eastern Sicily (hence “Siculos”). He was regarded as the
most influential historian between the time of Ephorus (4th
century BC) and Polybius (2nd century BC) by ancient
authors.

Polybius (?); date unknown.

Newton begins his Short Chronicle with the events that
happened at some moment before 1125 BC when
inhabitants of Palestine were pushed by the Jewish
leader Joshua to Egypt. Then he describes the events that
took place in Egypt, Near East, Babylon, Greece
including (at that time) the present day Southern Italy.

The main particularity of Newton’s Chronicle (later
presented, with minor modifications, in his Chronology
of Ancient Kingdoms Amended) is that he considerably
shortened the chronologies of these countries
established by his time.

Most likely he did it because numerous chronological
data adopted in conventional chronologies of his time
did not agree with the Bible, and therefore may have
challenge its reliability. Newton apparently aimed at
providing supportive evidence to the Biblical narratives
by removing chronological contradictions and
interpreting, when it was necessary, texts and myths.

Apparently the main goal of Newton was to design a
reduction of Egyptian and Greek chronologies that
would make them correspond to the Biblical one. In
his work Newton assumes that the chronological
information coming from ancient Egyptians, Greeks,
Romans, etc. were often unreliable stories based solely
on imagination of their known and unknown authors.
The extremely long history of the Ancient World should
have been, in his opinion, radically “compressed”, to get
close to the “true chronology.”

The first modification suggested by Newton was the
change of the duration of generations. The duration of
one generation adopted Greek in historical sources was
“one generation for 30 years” (actually, “3 generations
for one century”). Newton suggested to change this
duration and to reduce it to 18-20 years per generation.
His suggestion is based on his study of biographies of
ancient rulers.

His second method (possibly influenced by the method
of Cassini which we will discuss later) was based on
astronomical data. To understand it, we need to
introduce some terms and concepts from astronomy.
In astronomy, axial precession or precession of
equinoxes is a gravity-induced, slow, and continuous
change in the orientation of an astronomical
body's rotational axis. In particular, it can refer to the
gradual shift in the orientation of Earth's axis of rotation
in a cycle of approximately 25,800 years.

The Argonauts (lit, “Argo sailors”) were a group
of warriors in Greek mythology, who in the years
before the Trojan War (around 1300 BC, according to
modern conventional chronology!) accompanied
Jason to Colchis (located on the coast of the Black
Sea, centered in present-day western Georgia) in his
quest to find the Golden Fleece. Their name comes
from their ship, Argo, named after its builder, Argus.

Lorenzo Costa (1460 — 1535),

Using the ratio “1 degree corresponds to 72 years,”
Newton finds that time between the Argonautic
Expedition and the invention of Meton’s cycle. To do so,
Newton assumes that the Argonauts used a model of the
celestial sphere in which the Spring Equinox, Summer
Solstice, Autumn Equinox and Winter Solstice were in the
central positions (15°) of the constellations of Aries,
Cancer, Libra and Capricorn. Since at the time of Meton
of Athens (a Greek mathematician, astronomer, geometer,
and engineer who lived in Athens in the 5th century BC)
these points moved to the 8th degree of the same
constellations, Newton finds the time elapsed between
these two events.

Changes of chronology suggested by Newton:
some examples:
Pharaoh Menes /ˈmiːniːz/ , a pharaoh of
the Early Dynastic Period of ancient
Egypt credited by classical tradition with
having united Upper and Lower Egypt and as
the founder of the First Dynasty.
Traditional Chronology: fl. c. 3200–3000 BC;
Newton: 946 BC.
Difference: about 2000 years (!).

Theseus, the mythical king and founder-hero of Athens.
Traditional chronology
(at time of Newton):
15th century BC.

Newton: ca. 936 BC.
Difference: ca. 700 years.

Troyan War

Traditional chronology: ca.1225 BC.
Newton: ca. 904 BC.
Difference: ca. 330 years.

Caroline of BrandenburgAnsbach (Wilhelmina Charlotte
Caroline; 1683–1737), moved
permanently to Britain in 1714
when her husband became Prince
of Wales, and became Queen in
1727.
Caroline corresponded
with Gottfried Leibniz, the
intellectual colossus who was
courtier to the House of Hanover.
She later facilitated the LeibnizClarke correspondence, arguably
the most important philosophy of
physics discussion of the 18th
century.
The Princess of Wales, painted
by Sir Godfrey Kneller in 1716

During one of discussions
in the Princess of Wales’
Palace Newton mention
his revision of chronology
based on various
arguments, in particular,
on his analysis of
astronomical observations
of ancient authors. At the
request of the Princess,
Newton supplied her with
the work on condition that
it should not be
communicated to any other
person.
Caroline of Ansbach,
Queen of Great Britain and Ireland.
Portrait by Michael Dahl, c. 1730

Afterwards Newton’s
permission was obtained for
the Abbé Conti to have a
copy of it, but subject to the
same condition, that is, Conti
had no right to show it to
others.
Antonio Schinella CONTI (1677–
1749), also known by his
religious title as Abate [or, in
French, Abbé, that is, Abbot]
Conti, was an Italian writer,
translator, mathematician,
philosopher and physicist. Born
22.01.1677, died 06.04.1749.

In 1715 Conti left for
London to observe an
eclipse of the sun and to
visit Isaac Newton, for
whom he acted as
intermediary in the
Leibniz-Newton
calculus controversy.

Statue in
Padua, by
Felice
Chiereghin
(1781)

When the Abbé Conti returned
to Paris he communicated it to
various persons, and Nicolas
Freret translated it into
French, with observations of
his own.

Nicolas Freret (1688-1749).
[Unknown Painter]

Publications of Nicolas Freret
► Réflexions sur les principes généraux de l’art d’écrire
et en particulier sur les fondements de l’écriture chinoise
[Reflections on the general principles of the art of writing
and, especially, on the foundations of Chinese writing],
1718.
► Réflexions générales sur l'étude des anciennes histoires
et sur le degré de certitude des différentes preuves
historiques [General reflections on the study of ancient
histories and on the degree of certainty of various
historical proofs], 1724.

Publications of Nicolas Freret (cont’d)
► Vues générales sur l’origine & le mélange des
anciennes Nations, & sur la manière d’en étudier l’histoire
[General views on the origin and the mixture of the ancient
Nations, and on the way of studying history], Paris: 1753.

► Défense de la chronologie fondée sur les monuments de
l’histoire ancienne, contre le système chronologique de M.
Newton [Defense of the history based on the monuments
of ancient history, against the chronological system of Mr
Newton]. Paris: 1758.

This translation of Newton’s
Short Chronicle made by
Freret came into the
possession of G. Cavelier, a
bookseller of Paris, who,
wishing to publish it, wrote
to Newton in May, 1724,
and not receiving any
answer, wrote again in
March, 1725, saying he
would consider his silence
as consent to the
publication of the work,
with remarks.

Cavelier then requested a
friend in London to obtain
an answer from Newton,
which he did receive (dated
May 27, 1725) refusing
consent to publication, but
the work was already
printed when the letter
arrived.

A copy of the printed work was
sent to Newton, 11th Nov. 1725,
who then drew up a paper entitled:
“Remarks on the Observations
made on a Chronological Index
of Sir Isaac Newton, translated
into French by the Observer,
and published at Paris” which
was printed in the Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society
(Vol. XXXIV. 1725, pp. 315 ff),
wherein he accused the Abbé
Conti with a breach of promise,
and blames the publisher for the
publication of the work without
his permission.

The French responses to
Isaac Newton’s The
Chronology of Ancient
Kingdoms included the
critique by the Jesuit
Etienne Souciet (16711744). It was included
in the second volume of
Souciet’s Recueil des
Dissertations (Collection
of Dissertations)
published in Paris in
1726.

Souciet begins his chronology with the creation of the
world that happened, according to him, in “year 1” which
corresponded to year 4020 B.C. According to it, the first
man, Adam, died in 3091 BC at the age of 930.
Descendants of Adam also die at very advanced age: Seth
at 912, Enos at 905, Lamech at 777, and so on. The reign
of the first pharaoh of Egypt (“whom we know”,
cautiously says Souciet) started in 1938 BC.
Interestingly, Souciet mentions (p. 2) that a “solstice that
the Chinese reported about as if having happened in 2342
BC, according to Cassini, actually happened in 1852 BC.”
Apparently, Cassini and Souciet were both interested
in Chinese astronomy and chronology.

Giovanni Domenico
Cassini, also known as
Jean-Dominique Cassini
(8.6.1625–14.9.1712) was
an Italian (naturalized
French) mathematician,
astronomer and engineer.
[The Cassini space probe,
launched in 1997, was
named after him.]
Portrait of Jean-Dominique
Cassini by Leopold Durangel.
1879, Paris.

Cassini probe during the Saturn Orbit Insertion (SOI) maneuver
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About Souciet’s interest in China and Chinese astronomy
and chronology see Antoine Gaubil, S.J. (that is, society
of Jesus); Etienne Souciet, editor. Observations
mathematiques, astronomiques, geographiques,
chronologiques et physiques, tirées des anciens livres
Chinois; ou faites nouvellement aux Indes et a la Chine,
par les Peres de la Compagnie de Jesus. Redigees et
publiees par le P.E. Souciet, de la meme Compagnie.
Paris: Rollin Libraire, au Lion d‘Or, 1729.
[Mathematical, astronomical, geographical,
chronological, and physical observations, taken from
ancient Chinese books, or made recently in Indias and in
China, by the Fathers of the Society of Jesus. Prepared
and published by Father E. Souciet, of the same Society.]

Antoine Gaubil , SJ: born 1689, in
France; died at Beijing in 1759

This book is a collection of studies and reports made by
Jesuits in China. The first 106 pages provide detailed
astronomical observations recorded by Antoine Gaubil
(1689-1759) and his fellows in China, of the 1722
eclipses and other astronomical events. The second
volume provides a history of Chinese astronomy, and
the third contains a treatise on Chinese astronomy.

« Reflexions sur la
Chronologie Chinoise »
[Reflections on Chinese
Chronology], by J.-D.
Cassini. In Du Royaume de
Siam, edited by Simon de la
Loubère (1642–1729),
« extraordinary envoy of the
King [of France] sent to the
King of Siam [= Thailand]
in 1687 & 1688 », a
mathematician and a friend
of Leibniz and Cassini.
Paris: Coignard, 1691, vol.
2, pp. 379-400.

Conjunctions of planets given by Chinese astronomers:
between 2513 BC and 2453 BC. However, the true time
of this conjunction is about 500 years later. That is,
concludes Cassini, the chronological data for ancient
Chinese history are for 5 centuries more recent than the
Chinese think. (p. 396)
On p. 398 Cassini explains that year 20 of the mythical
Emperor Yao, which was believed to be 2347 BC,
according to the astronomical records should be 1852 BC,
the difference is again about 500 years.
It is not impossible that the method of Cassini may have
influenced Newton.

Back to Souciet’s critique of Newton.
Souciet divided his remarks into five “dissertations:”
• The first tries to counter “astronomical proofs” of
Newton;
• The second provides “historical” arguments;
• The third uses medallions to counter Newton’s dating;
• The fourth critiques his use of regnal lengths;
• The fifth, which is by far the longest, addresses
Newton’s response to the Abrégé, while advancing
Souciet’s own theory. The principal target of Souciet’s
attack concerned the locations of the cardinal points.

On the appearance of Father Souciet’s attack in 1726,
Newton was prevailed upon to prepare his larger work
for the press, but it was not ready till nearly the time of
his death. The full text of his Chronology of Ancient
Kingdoms is published posthumously in 1728 (Newton
died in 1727).

The Chronology of Ancient Kingdoms Amended is an
approximately 87,000-word composition containing
eight primary sections. First is an introductory letter
to Caroline of Ansbach, the Queen of England,
by John Conduitt MP, the husband of Newton's niece,
followed by a short advertisement. After this is found
a section entitled "A Short Chronicle" which serves
as a brief historical list of events listed in
chronological order, beginning with the earliest listed
date of 1125 BC and the most recent listed at 331 BC.

The majority of the treatise, however, is in the form of
six chapters that explore the history of specific
civilizations. These chapters are titled:
Chap. I. Of the Chronology of the First Ages of the
Greeks.
Chap. II. Of the Empire of Egypt.
Chap. III. Of the Assyrian Empire.
Chap. IV. Of the two Contemporary Empires of
the Babylonians and Medes.
Chap. V. A Description of the Temple of Solomon.
Chap. VI. Of the Empire of the Persians.

Who, how and when created the conventional chronology
that Newton tried to correct?
The name that should be mentioned first are Denis Petau
(a.k.a. Petavius) and Joseph Justus Scaliger.

A 19th-century engraving of a
portrait of Denis Petau, French
Jesuit theologian. He was born
on August 21, 1583 at
Orleans, France and died on
December 11, 1652 in Paris,
France.

(Illustration published in BilderAtlas zur Weltgeschichte nach
Kunstwerken alter und neuer Zeit,
Stuttgart, Verlag Paul Neff, 1882).

Joseph Justus Scaliger
(5 Aug 1540 – 21 Jan
1609) was a French
Calvinist religious leader
and scholar, known for
expanding the notion
of classical history from
Greek and ancient
Roman history to include
Persian, Babylonian,
Jewish and ancient
Egyptian history.

Scaliger by Jan Cornelisz. van 't Woudt (1608)

Scaliger reconstructed the
lost Chronicle of Eusebius
—one of the most valuable
ancient documents,
especially valuable for
ancient chronology. He
published it in 1606 in
his Thesaurus temporum,
in which he also collected,
restored, and arranged
every chronological relic
extant in Greek or Latin.

Denys Pétau and Joseph Scaliger used the known
cycles of the Sun and the Moon phases to make
match ancient calendars with the modern ones.
Eclipses, rare but predictable events, were also used.
The chronological system that Newton tried to
analyze and to rectify was to a large extent based on
the works of these two individuals.
In turn, chronological studies of Newton were
criticized by numerous authors; however, there were
publications whose authors tried to defend Newton’s
work. One of them was published by James Stewart.

Who supported Newton’s reconstruction of ancient
chronology?
Andrew Reid (1728), Fatio de Duillier (1732), Zachary
Pearce (1732), Voltaire (1733), Arthur Ashley Sykes
(1744), James Steuart (1757), Edward Gibbon (1758),
William Mitford (1784), William Emerson (1770),
Robert Wood (1775), et un anonyme “ membre de
l’Université ” (1827).

James STEUART
21 October 1712 –
26 November 1780.

Domenico Duprà (1689-1770).
Portrait of Sir James Steuart
National Galleries of Scotland

James S[t(e)uart, 17121780], Apologie du
sentiment de M. le
Chevalier Newton sur
l'ancienne chronologie
des Grecs [Apology of
the opinion of Mr Knight
Newton on the Ancient
Chronology of Greeks,
containing responses to
all the objections made
to it until present day],
Frankfort-on-the-Main,
1757.

Who rejected Newton’s reconstruction of ancient
chronology?
Souciet, Fréret et Whiston (1728), Arthur Bedford (1728), James
Logan (1728), Samuel Shuckford (1728-37), Jean Hardouin (1726),
Thomas Cooke (1731), Jean Masson (1731-2), Arthur Young
(1734), Etienne Fourmont 1735), Zachary Grey (1736), Joseph
Atwell & Thomas Robinson (1737), Alphonse des Vignolles
(1738), Angelo Maria Quirini (1738), Francesco Algarotti (1739),
Antoine Banier (1740), Thomas Francklin (1741), Samuel Squire
(1741), George Costard (1746), William Warburton (1742),
Conyers Middleton (1752), L.R. Desh (1755), Rev. Rutherford
(1760), Charles de Brosses (1761), Antoine-Yves Goguet (1761),
Jean-Sylvain Bailly (1775), Samuel Musgrave (1782), Juan
Andrés (1785-1822), Jean-Baptiste Joseph Delambre (1817), Henry
Fynes Clinton (1830) and two anonymous authors (1754, 1855).

Frank Edward Manuel (1910 – 2003)

Jed Z. Buchwald

Mordechai Feingold

Astronomical
arguments in Newton’s
Chronology
Yaël Nazé
FNRS Research Associate
Département AGO, Université de
Liège

In her work Nazé provides
a detailed analysis of
Newton’s astronomical
studies done from the
viewpoint of the presentday astronomy.

Newton’s writings on biblical
subjects seem to me especially
interesting because they provide
deep insight into the
characteristic intellectual
features and working methods
of this important man. The
divine origin of the Bible is for
Newton absolutely certain, a
conviction that stands in curious
contrast to the critical skepticism
that characterizes his attitude
toward the churches.
—Drat of a letter from Albert Einstein to
Abraham Yahuda, September 1940.

Albert Einstein, ca. 1940

“I do not know what

I may appear to the
world; but to myself
I seem to have been
only like a boy
playing on the seashore, and diverting
myself in now and
then finding a
smoother pebble or
a prettier shell than
ordinary, whilst the
great ocean of truth
lay all undiscovered
before me.”

Portrait of Sir Isaac Newton as a Young
Boy with his King Charles Spaniel
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