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The focus of this series is engineering, broadly construed. It covers techno-
logical innovation from a range of periods and cultures, but centres on the
technological achievements of the industrial era in the West, particularly
in the nineteenth century, as understood by their contemporaries. Infra-
structure is one major focus, covering the building of railways and canals,
bridges and tunnels, land drainage, the laying of submarine cables, and the
construction of docks and lighthouses. Other key topics include develop-
ments in industrial and manufacturing fields such as mining technology,
the production of iron and steel, the use of steam power, and chemical
processes such as photography and textile dyes.

A System of Mechanical Philosophy

After a brief career at sea, during which he tested Harrison’s chronometer
for the Board of Longitude, John Robison (1739-1805) became lecturer

in chemistry at the University of Glasgow. In 1774, having spent a period
teaching mathematics in Russia, he returned to Scotland as professor of
natural philosophy at Edinburgh. Despite his busy schedule, he contributed
major articles on the sciences to the Encyclopaedia Britannica, giving an
overview of contemporary scientific knowledge for the educated layperson.
After his death, these and other pieces of his scientific writing were edited
by his former pupil David Brewster (1781-1868) and were finally published
in four volumes in 1822, with a separate volume of illustrative plates. This
reissue incorporates those plates in the relevant volumes of text. Volume 1
contains articles on dynamics and on the construction of roofs, arches and
bridges, as well as a previously unpublished manuscript on projectile motion.
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book selected for inclusion. The files are processed to give a consistently clear,

crisp image, and the books finished to the high quality standard for which the

Press is recognised around the world. The latest print-on-demand technology
ensures that the books will remain available indefinitely, and that orders for

single or multiple copies can quickly be supplied.

The Cambridge Library Collection brings back to life books of enduring

scholarly value (including out-of-copyright works originally issued by other
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PREFACE OF THE EDITOR.

AFTER the death of Dr Robison, in 1805, his
friend and successor, the late Professor Playfair, un-
dertook to draw up an account of his life and writ-
ings, and to arrange and edite the various articles
which he had composed for the Encyclopadia
Britannica. The public already know with how
much ability Mr Playfair executed the first part
of his task ; and it is much to be regretted that
he did not complete it, by superintending the
publication of the present work. When we con-
sider, however, his advanced age, and the numer-
ous pursuits of his own, which he did not live to
finish, we cannot be surprised at his declining to
occupy his time with a species of labour by
which he could neither add to his own reputa-
tion nor to that of Dr Robison.

Under these circumstances, I was requested by
Dr Robison’s family to superintend the publica-
tion of his scientific works, which consisted of
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vi PREFACE OF THE EDITOR.

some manuscript articles on Projectiles and Cor-
puscular Action,* and of the articles which he had
contributed to the fourth edition of the Encyclopse-
dia Britannica. Having enjoyed the advantage
of being one of Dr Robison’s pupils, I could not
decline a task which naturally devolved upon
me ; nor should I have felt myself at liberty to do
so, had I been able to foresee the difficulties
which I had to encounter in its execution.

As the work could not be extended beyond
four volumes, it was necessary to select the most
important articles for publication ; and even when
this selection was made, I could not confine
them within the prescribed limits, without a pro-
cess of abridgment, which was both troublesome
and difficult. In doing this, however, I gene-
rally confined myself to the omission of those di-
gressions of a political and religious nature, which,
however appropriate they might have been at the
time, were, in every respect, unsuitable to scien-
tific discussions ; though sometimes, from a dif-
fuseness of style, and a redundancy of illustration,
allowable in an Encyclopadia, I was enabled to
abridge, without omitting any essential step in the
investigation. The repetitions so unavoidable in
articles written and published at different times,

* The manuscript articles are printed in vol. I. from p. 159 to 368.
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PREFACE OF THE EDITOR. vii

I have in some cases omitted ; but they still exist
to a considerable.degree, and, I am persuaded,
they will not be regarded as defects by the reader
who has occasion to study separately the articles
in which they occur. Had the works of Dr Ro-
bison been put into my hands in MS. to be pub-
lished for the first time, I should have felt that
the responsibility of the author was transferred to
the-editor; but, in the present case, almost all the
articles had been previously before the public ; and
had received from the hands of the author various
corrections and additions. Under these circum-
stances, I was freed from every editorial responsi-
bility, excepting that of the most humble kind.
In order to render this work as much as pos-
sible a system of mechanical philosophy, I was
anxious that it should contain a complete treatise
on astronomy. The short articles on Astronomy,
and the articles on the Tides and the Precession
of the Equinoxes, which Dr Robison had written
for the Encyclopaedia Britannica, were unfit to
supply this desideratum. I found it necessary,
therefore, to delay the work till the year 1820,
when the copy-right of his System of Astronomy
had expired. This work has therefore been used
as a substitute for the astronomical articles con-
tained in the Encyclopadia, and will be found one
of the most valuable treatises on Physical Astro-
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viii PREFACE OF THE EDITOR.

nomy that has for a long time been given to the
public.

Being desirous of makirig the work as complete
as possible, I had proposed to give an account of
the recent discoveries in science in the form of
notes. I found, however, as I proceeded, that
there was not room for any additional matter, ex-
cepting a few notes; and references to more recent
works; and I felt that X could make no apology
to the reader for inserting compositions of my
own, while I was under the necessity of abridg-
ing the original work. In the article on the
Steam-Engine, however, I deviated from this
rule. The great improvements which had been
made upon this engine since Dr Robison’s article
was written, rendered it necessary that conside-
rable additions should be made to it. I had the
good fortune to prevail upon our late celebrated
countryman, Mr James Watt, to undertake the
revision of the article; and though he intended
only to correct imperfections, and supply some
of the most prominent defects, yet he was gra-
dually led to extend his views, and to compose
those valuable additions on the History, the Prin-
ciples, and the Construction of the Steam-Engine
which enrich that part of the work.

To those who may examine Dr Robison’s dis-
sertations with a critical eye, it may be necessary
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PREFACE OF THE EDITOR. xi

to state, that they were all composed under the in-
fluence of that cruel disease with which he was
afflicted for a long period of years. The know-
ledge of mechanical philosophy which they every-
where display possesses the rare quality of being
at once practical and profound, and they are often
enriched with original views and ingenious in-
ventions, which it required only the tranquillity of
health to perfect-and mature. It was his destiny,
however, to enjoy but at distant intervals that
calm of mind which can alone sustain the ardour
of discovery. At such periods, his ambition con-
stantly reverted to those original pursuits which
he was desirous of bringing to a close; but they
were no sooner begun, than they were interrupt-
ed by renewed attacks of that painful disease
which ultimately deprived him of his life.
Although Dr Robison’s name, therefore, can-
not be associated with the great discoveries of the
century which he adorned, yet the memory of his
talents and his virtues will be long cherished by
his country. Imbued with the genuine spirit of
the philosophy which he taught, he was one of
the warmest patrons of genius, wherever it was
found. His mind was nobly elevated above the
mean jealousies of rival ambition, and his love of
science and of justice was too ardent to allow him
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X PREFACE OF THE EDITOR.

either to depreciate the labours of others, or to
transfer them to himself.

To these great qualities as a philosopher, Dr
Robison added all the more estimable endow-
ments of domestic and of social life. His friend-
ship was at all times generous and sincere.
His piety was ardent and unostentatious. His
patriotism was of the most pure and exalted cha-
racter ; and, like the immortal Newton, whose me-
mory he cherished with a peculiar reverence, he
was pre-eminently entitled to the high distinc-
tion of a Christian patriot and philosopher.

EpinsurcH, Dec. 22, 1821.
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