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(b. Aberdeen, Scotland, 3 June 1659; d. Maidenhead, Berkshire, England, 10 October 1708)
mathematics, astronomy, optics.

The eldest surviving son of the laird (also called David) of Kinnairdie in Banffshire, and nephew of James Gregory, David
graduated from Marischal College, Aberdeen, and went on to Edinburgh University, where in October 1683 —a month before
taking his M. A.—he was elected to the chair of mathematics, vacant since his uncle’s death in 1675, delivering an inaugural
lecture “De analyseos geometricae progressu et incrementis.” Staunchly supported by Archibald Pitcairne, an old friend from
undergraduate days, he sought conscientiously in his professorial lectures (on elementary optics, astronomy, and mechanics) to
impart to his students basic insights into the “new” science of Descartes, John Wallis and, after 1687 (if we are to believe
William Whiston) Isaac Newton. Attempts by Gregory in 1684 and 1687 to start a correspondence with Newton failed, but an
indirect link with Cambridge was formed in 1685 after a visit to Newton by a mutual acquaintance, John Craig(e).

Increasingly under attack by his fellow professors at Edinburgh for his radical views, Gregory jeopardized his position in 1690
by refusing to swear the required oath of loyalty to the English throne before a visiting parliamentary commission. The
retirement of Edward Bernard from the Savilian professorship of astronomy at Oxford in 1691 offered an outlet. Backed by
Newton’s recommendation of him as “very well skilled in Analysis & Geometry both new & old. ... understands Astronomy
very well ... & is respected the greatest Mathematician in Scotland,” and with Flamsteed’s support, Gregory was elected to
“the chair in face of strong opposition from Edmond Halley (later, after Wallis’ death in 1703, to become his companion
professor of geometry). In November 1692 he was elected fellow of the Royal Society, but he never took an active part in its
affairs except for submitting several papers to its Transactions.

During his early years at Oxford, Gregory traveled widely to keep abreast of current developments in science, visiting Johann
Hudde and Christian Huygens in Holland in May-June 1693 and Newton at Cambridge in May 1694 and on numerous later
occasions in London. His extant Savilian lectures (from 1692) are for the most part a rehash of his Edinburgh lections, suitably
updated; as he told Samuel Pepys, he was concerned to see that his students “should study some Euclid, trigonometry,
mechanics, catoptrics and dioptrics, ... the theory of planets and navigation.” His appointment in 1699 as mathematical tutor to
the young duke of Gloucester was thwarted by the latter’s sudden death; his relations with Flamsteed, a competitor for the post,
thereafter rapidly deteriorated, particularly after he joined Newton’s committee set up to publish Flamsteed’s Historia
coelestis, Gregory’s election in 1705 to the Royal College of Physicians at Edinburgh was purely honorary, but he took a more
active role in the Act of Union between England and Scotland in 1707. He married in 1695 and was en route to London to visit
his children, sick with smallpox, when he died.

No definitive assessment of Gregory’s scientific achievement is possible until a detailed examination of his extant memoranda
is made. Doubtless this will reinforce the impression gained from his printed work that a modicum of talent, effectively lacking
originality, was stretched a long way. His earliest publication, Exercitatio geometrica de dimensione figurarum (1684), was a
presentation of a number of manuscript adversaria bequeathed to him by his uncle James, interlarded with worked examples
from RenéFrancois de Sluse’s Miscellanea, Nicolaus Mercator’s Logarithmotechnia, and James Gregory’s Geometriae pars
universalis and Exercitationes (all 1668) and a citation of Newton’s series for the general circle zone communicated to John
Collins in 1670 and passed forthwith to Scotland. Ignorant of the general binomial theorem which had been found
independently by Newton and his uncle James, Gregory resorted to a brute-force development of the series expansion of the
binomial square root by which he accomplished the “dimension” (quadrature and rectification) of various conics, conchoids,
the cissoid, the Slusian pearl, and other algebraic curves, while the subtleties of his uncle’s use of a Taylor expansion to invert
Kepler’s equation as an infinite series (first published here, but without any proof) clearly passed him by.

Gregory’s Treatise of Practical Geometry and Catoptricae et dioptricae sphaericae elementa (1695) are printed versions of
elementary lectures given at Edinburgh in the 1680’s; the latter is often singled out for its appended remark (p. 98) suggesting,
on the analogy of the crystalline and vitreous humours “in the Fabrick of the Eye,” that an achromatic compound lens might be
formed by combining simple lenses of different media, but this insight he might well have had from Newton. His thick folio
text on foundations of astronomy, Astronomiae...elementa (1702) is a well-documented but unimaginative attempt to graft the
gravitational synthesis propounded in the first book and especially the third book of Newton’s Principia onto the findings of
traditional astronomy. While respected as a source book it is now chiefly remembered for the remarks by Newton on the prisca
sapientia of the ancients and their “knowledge” of the inverse-square law of universal gravitation and for the Latin version of
Newton’s short paper on lunar theory which it reproduces.



Gregory'’s first collected edition, following Bernard’s wish, of Euclidis quae supersunt omnia (1703) is a competent gathering
of the mathematical and physical writings attributed to Euclid of Alexandria (Elements, Data, Introductio harmonica, Sectio
canonis, Phaenomena, Optica, Catoptrica, Dioptrica, Divisions of figures, De levi et ponderoso), but the one exciting passage
in the preface (on the Data especially 86) again stems from Newton. Of Gregory’s articles in the Philosophical Transactions of
the Royal Society that (1693) on Vincenzo Viviani’s “testudo veliformis quadrabilis” is an elegant solution of a tricky but
essentially elementary problem; that on the catenary (1697) erroneously derives the correct differential equation of the freely
hanging uniform chain (he failed to see the necessity of compounding the tensions at both ends of the curve) and therefrom
draws its logarithmic construction and main properties; that (1704) on the Cassini oval or cassinoid briefly sketches its main
forms, determining, since it is not convex when its eccentricity is greater than its inacceptability as a planetary orbit. The
poverty of Gregory’s astronomical observations merits Flamsteed’s jibe of “closet astronomer”.

In retrospect, Gregory’s true role in the development of seventeenth-century science is not that of original innovator but that of
custodian of certain precious papers and verbal communications passed to him by his uncle James and, as privileged
information, by Newton.
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