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What kind of book is this?
Robert Sharrock’s History of the 
improvement and propagation of 
vegetables (1660).
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A practical manual?
“For Vines, it is a Proverb, make your Vine poor 
and it will make you rich: The fewer principal 
Stems are left, the more it bears”.
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A political treatise?
Politicians argue that it as important:

“to defend a place already gotten, and to improve 
it to the benefit of the Prince and Inhabitants, as 
it was at the first to arrive at the Conquest”

“this is alike true in the Gardiners Province: It is 
no easie thing with him to raise a stock of choice 
Plants, by the several ways of propagation above 
mentioned, and as hard to preserve them, being 
propagated, from destruction by foreign and 
intestine [internal] violence”. 
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Execution of Charles I, 1649 Restoration of Charles II, 1660
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A religious tract?
Robert Sharrock (1630–1684), was a Church of 
England clergyman. He concluded his treatise:

“with one or two choice observations of the 
wise and good Providence of God, which may 
be seen in the admirable make of Vegetables, 
and fitness to their ends”.

“Why is the ground in Woods covered with 
Mosse, but that Nature intended it as a 
preservation to seeds fallen upon the Turfe in 
the violence of Winter Frosts?”
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John Ray
[formerly Wray] (1627–1705). 
Pioneer botanist at University of 
Cambridge.

The Wisdom of God Manifested in 
the Works of the Creation (1691). 
Based on sermons he preached at 
Cambridge in the 1660s.

© National Portrait Gallery
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A divine order
According to Sharrock:

“It is no unusual Theme to 
treat of the admirable 
handsomenesse and beauty 
of the composure of divers 
vegetables”.

© The Board of Trustees of the Science Museum
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A divine order
And he argued:

“that every plant shall seem to 
have more of Mathematicall
art, than the knot wherein it is 
set”.



Knot Garden, Hatfield House, Hertfordshire.
© Acabashi. Wikimedia Commons.



Thomas Hill The Gardener’s Labyrinth (1594)
© Special Collections, St Andrew’s University.
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Het Loo Palace, Apeldoorn, Netherlands.
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Natural law
As well as gardening, Sharrock published 
on law.

1660: De officiis secundum naturae jus (On 
Duties according to the Law of Nature)

1662: Judicia (seu legum censurae) de variis
incontinentiae speciebus (The judgments, 
or legal censorship, of various types of 
incontinence), such as fornication, rape, 
incest and “peccatis contra naturam” (sins 
against nature).
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Background research
Before writing his history, Sharrock 
“gave myself the trouble to run over with 
my eye, all Books I could procure on 
these subjects”.

Became convninced that many of these 
books contained “a multitude of 
monstrous untruths, and prodigies of 
lies, in both Latine and English old and 
new Writers, worse in their kind then 
[sic] the stories in Sir John Mandevel’s
[sic] Travels,…”
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Background research
Sharrock felt earlier gardening 
books could not be:

“more ridiculously removed not 
onely from truth, but from any 
semblance thereof”. 
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Why trust this book?
Sharrock explained:

“I have tryed divers of the 
Experiments proposed”, e.g. for 
inducing early germination by soaking 
seeds in milk or “strong Muck-water”.

He can give “the Reader this fruit of 
my pains, that without any further 
tryal, he may from my experience be 
ascertained, that the advantage in 
acceleration is exceeding 
inconsiderable by any of these means”.
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Experimental philosophy
Sharrock dedicated the book to his friend 
Robert Boyle.
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Robert Boyle
(1627–1691)

English natural philosopher.

Major figure in the “Scientific 
Revolution”.

© The Science History Institute, Philadelphia.
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Robert Boyle
New Experiments Physico-Mechanical, 
Touching the Spring of the Air, and its 
Effects (1660, 2nd edition 1662).

Sharrock helped translate Boyle’s 
book into Latin (and Boyle probably 
financed Sharrock’s History).
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The “Invisible College”
A group (including Sharrock) who met 
at Boyle’s lodgings in Oxford, several of 
whom helped found the Royal Society.

First meeting (28 November 1660) at 
Gresham College, London. Christopher 
Wren (pictured), the professor of 
astronomy, gave a lecture.
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The Royal Society
Among those present at the first 
meeting were members of the 
Royal court, including William 
Brouncker (on the left).

Thomas Sprat History of
the Royal Society (1667).

© Whipple Library, Cambridge.
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The Royal Society
Robert Hooke, was appointed 
Gresham Professor of 
Geometry in 1665.

The year in which he 
published his revolutionary 
and best-known work, 
Micrographia.

Robert Hooke (Rita Greer, 2009).



© The Science History Institute, Philadelphia.

“every considerable 
improvement of 
Telescopes or 
Microscopes producing 
new Worlds and Terra-
Incognita’s to our view”.



Johann Theodor de Bry, Columbus landing in America (1594)
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The Royal Society
Thomas Sprat’s History of 
the Royal Society (1667).

“Artium Instaurator” 
(“renewer of the arts”).
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The Royal Society
Inspired by Sir Francis 
Bacon (1561–1626), Lord 
Chancellor of England, 
Viscount St Albans, 
Baron Verulam.

© National Portrait Gallery.



“Monstrous untruths”

The Novum Organum (1620)
The New Instrument (or method).

Second part of Bacon’s Instauratio
Magna (Great Instauration or 
reconstruction).
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Francis Bacon
Claimed that “ipsa scientia
potestas est” (‘knowledge itself 
is power’) Meditationes Sacrae
(1597).

Usually abbreviated to “scientia
potentia est” (knowledge is 
power).
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The Novum Organum (1620)
Aimed to find new knowledge:

“the discovery of things is to be 
taken from the light of nature, not 
recovered from the shadows of 
antiquity” (Aphorism 122).
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Francis Bacon
Artisans and craftsmen had made many of 
the important discoveries that were 
transforming the world.

If such progress could be made piecemeal, 
much more could be made by systematic 
investigation and experiment.

© Science Museum; Cambridge University; Royal Armouries.
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Experimental philosophy



An Experiment on a Bird in an Air Pump Joseph 
Wright of Derby, 1768.

© National Gallery, London.
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Bacon’s New Atlantis (1627)
Unfinished utopia, first published 
as an appendix to Sylva Sylvarum
after Bacon’s death.
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Utopia
Sir Thomas More Utopia (1516, 1551).

“Man’s nature is mutable and frail”.

So, a good king is needed to cultivate 
and improve human nature. Kingdom 
was like a garden and the king was 
the gardener.

1544/45: earliest botanic gardens in 
Europe (Pisa, Florence and Padua)



New Atlantis

Bacon’s New Atlantis (1627)
Describes travellers visiting an imaginary 
island, somewhere near America.

The island’s most important institution is 
Salomon’s House, a scientific research 
institution.
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New Atlantis (1627)
The father of Salomon’s House 
explains to the travellers:

“The end of our foundation is the 
knowledge of causes, and secret 
motions of things ; and the 
enlarging of the bounds of human 
empire, to the effecting of all 
things possible”.
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New Atlantis (1627)
“We have also large and various 
orchards, and gardens…

“In these we practise likewise all 
conclusions of grafting, and 
inoculating, as well of wild trees as 
fruit-trees, which produceth many 
effects”.
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New Atlantis (1627)
“And we make (by art) in the same 
orchards, and gardens, trees and 
flowers to come earlier, or later, 
than their seasons; and to come up 
and bear more speedily than by 
their natural course they do”.



God, King and Vegetables

The History of vegetables
Described the “Acceleration and Retardation of 
Plants, in respect to their Germination and 
maturity” and quoted “the Lord Verulam” 
(Bacon) as an authority. Bacon argued that 
accelerating the germination and maturation 
of plants was one of the “Magnalia Naturae” 
(wonders of nature).
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The History of vegetables
Sharrock agreed that it was “an operation 
that all Artists can do something in”.

But added “though I know not any that 
arrive to the performance of those grand 
proposals of some Writers, as that of raising 
Sallads within an hour or two, whiles a Joynt 
of Mutton is rosting”. 
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New Atlantis (1627)
“We make them also by art greater 
much than their nature; and their 
fruit greater, and sweeter, and of 
differing taste, smell, colour and 
figure, from their nature”. 

A new garden of Eden?
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Art against Nature?
In the History’s second edition (1672), Sharrock 
wrote:

“even in the wayes of Propagation that are 
most artificial, there is more of Nature than 
Art. Industry and Art may bring Materials 
and place them fitly for it, but Nature works 
them”.

He concluded that

“it is the great Art of Man to find out the Arts 
of Nature”. 
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Acclimatisation
Eighteenth-century Swedish 
naturalist Linnaeus tried 
acclimatising rice, coffee, sugar 
cane, ginger and olive trees.

They all died, yet he yearned for 
more still exotic crops:

“should coconuts chance to come 
into my hands, it would be as if fried 
Birds of Paradise flew into my throat 
when I opened my mouth”. 
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Transplantation



New Atlantis

Gregor Mendel
A simple, uneducated Austrian Monk 
who grew peas in his garden and 
accidentally discovered the basic laws 
of genetics.

But he was too far ahead of his time 
for anyone to understand what he had 
achieved.
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Mendel: the facts
He was a highly educated, German-
speaking Moravian friar who 
conducted complex scientific 
experiments on plant-breeding, in an 
effort to create stable hybrids.

His scientific papers were not widely 
read, but were cited a few times 
before 1900.
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Hugo de Vries
(1848–1935). Dutch botanist.

Die Mutationstheorie (“The 
Mutation Theory”, 1901–03).
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Station for Experimental Evolution (Cold Spring Harbor, Long 
Island, New York) opened 1904.
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Experimental Gardens

Wisconsin Crop Innovation Center; donated to UW-Madison by 
Monsanto Co. (acquired by Bayer, 2018).
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