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Gregory [Gregorie], David 

Born Aberdeen, Scotland, 3 June 1659 

Died Maidenhead, Berkshire, England, 10 October 1708 

Born into a wealthy family, Newtonian advocate David Gregory was a nephew of James 
Gregory, inventor of the Gregorian telescope. His father (David Gregorie) became heir to the 
family estate, owing to the murder of his older brother. David Gregorie had 29 children from 
two wives, of whom David was the third son from the first wife 

Gregory studied at Marischal College, part of the University of Aberdeen, between 1671 (when 
he was only 12 years old) and 1675, but took no degree. He held an MD and was admitted to 
the College of Physicians in Edinburgh, practicing medicine. Gregory was awarded MAs by 
Edinburgh and Oxford universities at the time of his academic appointments. 

At the age of 24, Gregory was appointed professor of mathematics at the University of 
Edinburgh where he taught Newtonian theory, one of the first (or possibly the first) university 
teachers to do so. Unsettled by political and religious unrest in Scotland—in 1690 he refused 
to swear an oath of loyalty to the English throne before a visiting parliamentary commission—
Gregory became Savilian Professor at Oxford University in 1691, supported by Isaac Newton, 
whom he shamelessly courted. He became a fellow of the Royal Society in 1692, but was not 
active in the society except in the papers that he submitted for publication 

In 1702, Gregory published Astronomiae physicae et geometricae elementa, an account of 
Newton's theory. He was a member, with Newton, of the committee of referees appointed to 
supervise the printing of John Flamsteed's observations made at the Royal Observatory at 
Greenwich, which culminated in the forced publication of Flamsteed's Historia Coelestis 
(1712). Gregory supported Newton's claim against Gottfried Leibniz as the inventor of calculus 

Gregory worked on mathematical series, not always successfully: He published a wrong-footed 
derivation of the catenary, which Leibniz gleefully showed to be erroneous. He also published 
on optics. In Catoptricae et dioptricae sphericae elementa (1695), Gregory speculated about 
the possibility of making achromatic refracturing telescopes using two different media. He did 
so by making an analogy with the human eye. In fact, the eye is far from achromatic, but his 
idea is on the right track to making an achromatic lens. 

David Gregory was mostly a theoretician. Flamsteed, no friend after the Historia Coelestis 
affair, thought him a closet astronomer. Gregory was taken ill (of consumption or smallpox) on 
a journey from Bath to London and died at an inn. 

Paul Murdin 
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