
Martin Folkes: The Newtonian Antiquary
Connoisseur
In the realm of mathematics, there are few names that hold the same significance
as Martin Folkes. Born in 1690 and passing away in 1754, Folkes made
remarkable contributions not only to the field of mathematics but also to
numismatics and the Royal Society. His intellect, curiosity, and devotion to
scientific pursuits established him as a prominent figure of his time, and his
legacy continues to inspire scholars to this day.

Early Life and Education

Martin Folkes was born into a distinguished family in Westminster, London. His
father, Martin Folkes Sr., was a merchant, and his mother, Elizabeth Fowle, hailed
from a family of significant wealth. Growing up in a privileged environment, young
Martin was able to pursue his academic interests from an early age. He attended
Westminster School, where he established a strong foundation in classical
education and mathematics. It was during his time at school that his passion for
knowledge, particularly in the field of mathematics, began to flourish.

The Pursuit of Mathematics

After completing his studies at Westminster School, Folkes enrolled at
Peterhouse, Cambridge. The university provided the perfect platform for him to
delve deeper into the intricacies of mathematics. He studied under renowned
mathematicians such as William Whiston and Roger Cotes, both of whom heavily
influenced his thinking and nurtured his love for the subject.
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Folkes' contributions to mathematics were manifold. He made significant
advancements in understanding and expanding the applications of integral
calculus. His research on polynomial curves and logarithmic spirals garnered
attention and admiration from fellow scholars. Folkes was elected a Fellow of the
Royal Society in 1716, a testament to his intellectual prowess and burgeoning
reputation.

Numismatics and the Royal Society

While his achievements in mathematics alone were remarkable, Martin Folkes
had a broad range of interests and talents. He developed a fascination for ancient
coins and became an esteemed numismatist. His collection of coins, including
Greek, Roman, and medieval specimens, was renowned for its depth and rarity.
Folkes meticulously cataloged and studied these coins, making significant
contributions to the field of numismatics.

In addition to his work as a mathematician and numismatist, Folkes also played a
crucial role in the Royal Society. He served as its president from 1741 to 1743,
during which he implemented several reforms that revitalized and strengthened
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the society's mission. Under his leadership, the Royal Society flourished,
fostering scientific advancements and promoting intellectual exchange.

A Lasting Legacy

Martin Folkes' impact was not limited to his own lifetime. His dedication to science
and his pursuit of knowledge left an indelible mark on future generations. His
work remains influential in the realms of mathematics, numismatics, and the
Royal Society.

Today, scholars continue to study and build upon the foundations laid by Folkes.
His contributions to integral calculus still form the basis of mathematical
understanding, while his numismatic collection provides valuable insights into
ancient civilizations and economies. The Royal Society, thanks in part to Folkes'
reforms, continues to foster scientific innovation and discovery.

Martin Folkes, the Newtonian antiquary connoisseur, embodied the spirit of the
Enlightenment. His intellectual curiosity, passion for exploration, and dedication to
the pursuit of knowledge serve as an inspiration to all those who strive to make
meaningful contributions to their fields. Though he may have lived in a different
era, his legacy transcends time, reminding us of the power of intellect and the
wonders that can be achieved through the relentless pursuit of understanding.
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Martin Folkes (1690-1754): Newtonian, Antiquary, Connoisseur is a cultural and
intellectual biography of the only President of both the Royal Society and the
Society of Antiquaries. Sir Isaac Newton's protégé, astronomer, mathematician,
freemason, art connoisseur, Voltaire's friend and Hogarth's patron, his was an
intellectually vibrant world. Folkes was possibly the best-connected natural
philosopher and antiquary of his age, an epitome of
Enlightenment sociability, and yet he was a surprisingly neglected figure, the long
shadow of Newton eclipsing his brilliant disciple.

A complex figure, Folkes edited Newton's posthumous works in biblical
chronology, yet was a religious skeptic and one of the first members of the gentry
to marry an actress. His interests were multidisciplinary, from his authorship of
the first complete history of the English coinage, to works concerning ancient
architecture, statistical probability, and astronomy. Rich archival material,
including Folkes's travel diary, correspondence, and his library and art collections
permit
reconstruction through Folkes's eyes of what it was like to be a collector and
patron, a Masonic freethinker, and antiquarian and virtuoso in the days before
'science' became sub-specialised. Folkes's virtuosic sensibility and possible role
in the unification of the Society of Antiquaries and the Royal Society
tells against the historiographical assumption that this was the age in which the
'two cultures' of the humanities and sciences split apart, never to be reunited. In
Georgian England, antiquarianism and 'science' were considered largely part of
the same endeavour.
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