
ANCIENT WISDOM IN THE AGE
OF THE NEW SCIENCE

Seventeenth-century England has long been heralded as the birth-
place of a so-called ‘new’ philosophy. Yet what contemporaries
might have understood by ‘old’ philosophy has been little appre-
ciated. In this book Dmitri Levitin examines English attitudes to
ancient philosophy in unprecedented depth, demonstrating the
centrality of engagement with the history of philosophy to almost
all educated persons, whether scholars, clerics, or philosophers
themselves, and aligning English intellectual culture closely to
that of continental Europe. Drawing on a vast array of sources,
Levitin challenges the assumption that interest in ancient ideas was
limited to out-of-date ‘ancients’ or was in some sense ‘pre-
enlightened’; indeed, much of the intellectual justification for the
new philosophy came from re-writing its history. At the same time,
the deep investment of English scholars in pioneering forms of late
humanist erudition led them to develop some of the most innova-
tive narratives of ancient philosophy in early modern Europe.
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Edited by David Armitage, Richard Bourke, Jennifer
Pitts, and John Robertson

The books in this series will discuss the emergence of intellectual traditions and
of related new disciplines. The procedures, aims, and vocabularies that were
generated will be set in the context of the alternatives available within the
contemporary frameworks of ideas and institutions. Through detailed studies of
the evolution of such traditions, and their modification by different audiences, it
is hoped that a new picture will form of the development of ideas in their
concrete contexts. By this means, artificial distinctions between the history of
philosophy, of the various sciences, of society and politics, and of literature
may be seen to dissolve.

The series is published with the support of the Exxon Foundation.

A list of books in the series will be found at the end of the volume.
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Notes on the text

Dates are in the Julian calendar (with the year dated from 1 January).
Quotations are given in the original spelling (with expanded contractions

signalled), with the exception that medial ‘u’ (for ‘v’) and initial ‘v’ (for ‘u’)
have been normalised. Manuscript transcriptions are diplomatic, with the
following symbols used: insertions are signalled by <chevrons>, deletions
with a strikethrough, underlining as in the original.

Bibliographical references are all repeated in the Bibliography. First refer-
ences to primary sources are given in full, with the short title used thereafter. In
the interests of economy, first references to secondary sources are given in a
contracted version, with a short title used thereafter. So what appears in the
Bibliography as: Allen, D. C. ‘The predecessors of Champollion’, Proceedings
of the American Philosophical Society, 104 (1960), 527–47, appears first in the
text as: Allen, ‘Predecessors of Champollion’ (1960), and thereafter as: Allen,
‘Predecessors’.

Style is academic, but I have attempted, to the best of my ability, to avoid the
jargon that is so prevalent in the modern humanities. I make no apologies for
the extensive scholarly apparatus, but I have attempted to confine discussion of
secondary literature to the footnotes, unless it is particularly significant for my
interpretation. An exception to this is the introductory first chapter: since many
of my subsequent arguments depend on a revisionist account of seventeenth-
century European and English intellectual culture more generally, it seemed
preferable to set out that account at the start, rather than to allude to it constantly
in the chapters themselves.
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