ANonymous

polymath

Thomas Young is remembered for his partin deciphering the Rosetta
Stone. Andrew Robinson finds a man of much broader knowledge

Recently a six-part BBC television series on
ancient Egypt devoted a whole programme to
the decipherment of hieroglyphs. The story was
portrayed as a race between the English polymath
Thomas Young — bent over the Rosetta Stone —
and the obsessive French Egyptologist Jean-
Frangois Champollion, who won the race
in 1822 and went on to reveal the language of
the pharaohs. Although Young’s initial steps were
crucial, Champollion would not publicly admit
this, and a controversy arose between them that
still rumbles to this day.

Champollion has enjoyed almost all the glory
for the decipherment, while Young has tended
to be forgotten — which is a pity, because he
was one of the most remarkable figures of the
Enlightenment. His memorial plaque in
Westminster Abbey notes that Young brought ‘an
equal mastery to the most abstruse investigations
of letters and science’. Albert Einstein compared
Young’s most important scientific discovery to
the work of Newton. And on the bicentenary

of Young’s birth in 1773, a Science Museum
exhibition stated that ‘Young probably had

a wider range of creative learning than any other
Englishman in history. He made discoveries in
nearly every field he studied.’

This may sound like an exaggeration until one
considers Young’s achievements. In addition to
his work in Egyptology, where he is generally
regarded as the decipherer of the demotic script
(the second script on the Rosetta Stone below
the hieroglyphic), Young was an amazing polyglot
who spoke many languages as a youth and coined
the term Indo-European after thoroughly
comparing the grammar and vocabulary of some
400 languages. He was a major scholar of ancient
Greek, whose calligraphy was published and
admired by the leading classical scholars of the
day. In science, he was the physicist who
discovered that light is a wave with an experiment
today regarded as the key experiment in quantum
theory; he was the engineer who discovered the
relationship between stress and strain in materials
(‘Young's modulus’ of elasticity); and he was the
physiologist who explained the focusing of the
eye, the concept of astigmatism and the
perception of colour by the retina. Young was
also a leading physician at St George’s Hospital
in London, foreign secretary of the Royal Society
for 25 years, Secretary of the Board of Longitude
and superintendent of the government’s vital
Nautical Almanac, as well as an adviser to the
Admiralty on shipbuilding. Finally, he was the
author of ‘Young’s temperament’, a way of tuning
keyboard instruments such as harpsichords, and
of Young’s principles of life insurance, which he
applied as a salaried actuary for a life insurance
company in the 1820s. No wonder Young has
been dubbed ‘the last man who knew everything’.

The range of his expertise is perhaps best shown
in his writings for the Encyclopaedia Britannica.

In 1816, when approached by its editor Napier

Macvey, Young offered articles, among others,
on the following subjects: alphabet, annuities,
attraction, capillary action, cohesion, colour, dew,
Egypt, eye, focus, friction, halo, hieroglyphic,
hydraulics, motion, resistance, ship, sound,
strength, tides, waves and ‘anything of a medical
nature’. Overall, Young covered 380 quarto pages
of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. The editor in his
preface acknowledged Young as a man ‘to whose
profound and accurate knowledge, rare erudition,
and other various attainments, this work is
largely indebted in almost every department
which it embraces’.

So why has Young’s reputation suffered since
his death in 18297 Partly because he was modest
and did not promote himself, partly because
he published much of his work (including that
on Egypt) anonymously, but chiefly because
polymathy is always hard for others to embrace.
The historian Alexander Murray writes: ‘History
is unkind to polymaths. No biographer will
readily tackle a subject whose range of skills far
exceeds his own, while the rest of us, with or
without biographies to read, have no mental
“slot” in which to keep a polymath’s memory
fresh. So the polymath gets forgotten or, at best,
squashed into a category we can recognize, in
the way Goethe is remembered as a poet, despite
his claim to have been a scientist, or Hume as
a philosopher, for all the six dumpy volumes
of his History of England.” Murray was writing
about Sir William Jones, a polymath of the
generation before Young, burt his comment
applies well to Young.

The fact is that Thomas Young divides
academics. Those who appreciate Young admire
his range, his intuition and his far-sightedness.
Those who do not, deprecate these very same
aspects of his life and work as dilettantism,
sloppiness and opportunism. For the latter group,
Young, far from being a polymath, stands
convicted of some cardinal academic sins: lack
of focus, lack of rigour and lack of originality.
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