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            Extract

            
                IN June 1914, just before the grim shadow of war fell over the world, the 700th anniversary of the birth of Roger Bacon was celebrated in Oxford. There was wide coverage of the occasion in British, American and European newspapers and periodicals. Eminent people – including a former British prime minister and a future pope – gathered from all over Europe to do homage to the memory of one of the greatest and most misunderstood figures in western history.1
Everyone there knew the same story about Roger Bacon, even if they had never read a word that he had written. They knew that he had recently come to the attention of scholars after centuries of obscurity. They knew that he was now recognised as a precocious figure in the development of modern scientific method. They certainly all knew the pitiful story of the thirteenth-century Franciscan friar whose advanced, independent thinking had so aroused the wrath of the medieval Church that he had been forbidden to work and imprisoned for more than a decade. They knew that he had not been vindicated after his death, like so many other geniuses, but that instead he had become a byword for vainglorious meddling in magic, alchemy, astrology and demonology. Turned by the Elizabethans into a kind of benevolent Faustus, Friar Bacon had become a figure in English folklore, while all the credit for recommending the experimental method in science was given to his namesake, Francis Bacon.2 They knew that his great works had been neglected and left unpublished until the eighteenth century, and that it was not until the intellectual revolutions of the nineteenth century that he became for the first time an object of serious admiration and scholarly investigation. Beyond these details, they recognised that in his robust, independent, plain-spoken character, he was typically English, and some went so far as to see in him some premonition of Protestantism.3 All this was exceedingly characteristic of what Butterfield has dubbed the ‘Whig’ approach to history. Bacon was important because he was one of the great minds in English history, standing alone in advance of his age; a man who would have contributed vastly to the scientific progress of the human race if he had not been obstructed by the wrong-headedness of the Roman Catholic Church.
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