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Edward Worth Library

As far as I can discover, Edward Worth’s Library (EWL) has only one
purely mathematical text published in Ireland.

This is Robert Steell’s A treatise of conic sections, printed in Dublin
(1723) by George Grierson.

It is possible to see his book, and all the others I will mention, online
using Eighteenth Century Collections.

The book is quite small, only 118 pages, including plates of diagrams.

Worth died in 1733 and very few books after this date were obtained
for the library.

In the years before 1733, very few mathematical texts were published
in Ireland or published elsewhere by Irish authors.



About Steell

We know little about Steell, except that he died in 1726.

He dedicated his book to the Provost, Fellows, and Scholars of the
College of Dublin.

Steell himself is not listed as a graduate in Alumni dublinenses.

There is no list of subscribers, a potentially useful source of
information about obscure writers.

The preface of the book, where one might look for clues, tells us
nothing beyond one small piece of information.



Jacob Walton

Steell writes : "Mr Walton on perusing the manuscript was pleased to
communicate some properties which the reader will find in the Italian
character."

This means that the relevant material coming from Walton was
printed in italic type (there are various enunciations in italic).

The most likely identity for Mr Walton is Jacob Walton, a teacher of
mathematics who died in 1743.

Walton engaged himself most notably in a controversy with George
Berkeley and published rejoinders to Berkeley’s The analyst.



The Analyst

Berkeley published The analyst in 1734.

It is a well known critique of the principles that underlie Newton’s
approach to differential calculus. It stirred Newton’s supporters to
vigorous response in his (Newton’s) favour.

One of Walton’s offerings was A vindication of Newton’s principles of
fluxions (Dublin 1735).

The controversy occurred after Worth’s death and so EWL has no
material relating to Berkeley and the foundations of calculus.



Conic sections books at EWL

EWL has several works on the subject of conic sections, which was a
popular mathematical topic until at least the end of the 19th century.

In addition to Steell’s work, EWL has titles in French and Latin about
conic sections.

Of especial interest is Halley’s edition of the conics of Apollonius,
published in Oxford in 1706.

The 1710 continuation of this work is not in EWL.

Interestingly enough, Halley made use of Arabic manuscripts of
Apollonius’s work owned by Narcissus Marsh (founder of Marsh’s
Library).



Bryan Robinson’s book

A surprising omission from the EWL is Bryan Robinson’s book New
elements of conick sections (London 1704). (Did EWL ever own a
copy?)

This is a translation of Philippe de la Hire’s Nouveaux élémens des
sections coniques, ... (Paris, 1679).

EWL does have a copy of La Hire’s more extensive work on conic
sections, written in Latin (Paris, 1685).

Robinson (1680?-1754) is an important figure in 18th century Irish
medicine and science.



Bryan Robinson

Like Worth, Robinson was a physician, and he must have been well
known to Worth.

He was a governor of Steevens’ Hospital and an attending physician
when the hospital opened in 1733.

Robinson published a variety of scientific books, including
commentaries on Newton, which surely would have interested Worth,
but these appeared after Worth’s death (nonetheless there are some
copies in EWL).



Marquis de l’Hospital

Coincidentally, and perhaps unfortunately for Steell, two books in
English about conic sections were published in London in 1723
(same year as Steell’s work).

One was the second edition of Robinson’s translation of La Hire’s
work.

The other was also a translation from French, this time of the Marquis
de l’Hospital’s posthumous work Traité analytique des sections
coniques (Paris, 1707).

The translation was made by the Scottish mathematician Edmund
Stone.

EWL has a copy of the French language version of de l’Hospital’s
work, but not of Stone’s translation.



Laurence Whyte

To return to Steell, the only information I have found about him occurs
in a poem by Laurence Whyte:

"An elegy on the much lamented death of that excellent
mathematician Mr Robert Steele, who departed life on Tuesday 1st of
June, 1726."

The poem is part of Whyte’s Poems on various subjects (Dublin
1740). Whyte was himself a teacher of mathematics, born in Co.
Westmeath. He died in 1752 or 1753.

According to the Dictionary of Irish Biography, Whyte’s volume of
poetry is a useful source of social history in Dublin and Westmeath.



The epitaph

The elegy ends with the following epitaph:

Here lies the dust of Steele in common mould

Dust far more precious than the dust of gold

Dust whose minutest particles shall rise

In human shape, before the last assize.



A nearby poem

The poem that precedes the elegy in Whyte’s volume is entitled:

"To Mrs Mary and Elizabeth Burgh, daughters of the honourable
Captain Thomas Burgh, Engineer and Surveyor General to his
Majesty’s fortifications and buildings in Ireland."

This poem refers to "Burgh’s plain and fundamental rules,
demonstrable to all but stupid fools," and calls Burgh "the great
Vitruvius of our Isle."

The rules are contained in Burgh’s 1724 Dublin publication A method
to determine the areas of right-lined figures universally. Very useful
for ascertaining the contents of any survey.



Burgh’s work

There is a copy of Burgh’s work in EWL

It is short (around 40 pages) and much of it consists of numerical
tables.

Burgh received a grant of 1000 pounds from parliament for his
ingenuity.

It is difficult to see what is especially original in Burgh’s book, say
when it is compared with a standard, much larger book on surveying,
Geodaesia, by John Love, first published in 1688, which appeared in
several editions throughout the 18th century.



About Thomas Burgh

We know much about Thomas Burgh (1670-1730), a graduate of
TCD.

Of particular relevance to this conference is the fact that he designed
Dr Steevens’ Hospital, as well as the library of TCD.

A curious coincidence, perhaps, is that EWL’s copy of L’Hospital’s
Traité analytique des sections coniques bears the signature of
Thomas Burgh on its title page.

While we only have circumstantial evidence, we wonder if there was
any connection between Burgh, a man of considerable importance,
and Steell, perhaps through acquaintance with Laurence Whyte.

Did they have shared mathematical interests, such as conic sections?


