OLD CAMBRIDGE DAYS
LEONARD ROTH!

The town of Cambridge is a rather insignificant little place situated some
fifty miles to the north of London. Its only title to distinction is, and always has
been, that it happens to be the site of a university. Why this should be so is a
complete mystery; the historians have never been able to throw any light on it
and probably never will. But how the university actually came about—that is
known with some precision. The earliest universities of Christian Europe were
all born in the same way: a great scholar settled in a town and attracted some
students to his lectures; these disciples then stayed with him and, in their turn,
began teaching the young men who continued to arrive; and so, without any
forethought, the thing was done. Thus the University of Bologna, the first of
the great European foundations, came into being simply because some of the
local monks began giving public lectures on Roman law: this was about 1150.
Today, in one of the principal squares of Bologna, there is a monument to these
men who were in effect the first university lecturers of medieval Europe.
(Throughout the centuries, many of Italy’s greatest advocates have received
their training in the Bologna law school.) The universities of Paris and of
Oxford were both founded about fifty years later, in exactly the same way.

Now the universities of the second wave of foundations arose in a quite
different manner. When learned men have been in one another’s company for a
sufficient length of time they usually begin to quarrel. From the highest motives,
naturally: doctrinal questions, difficult philosophical points, and the like. In
those early universities, the disputes sometimes grew so acute that the entire
body of scholars split into two factions; and then the dissenting party would go
away and found a rival institution elsewhere, just as a swarm of bees will leave
the parent hive. Several French and Italian universities were founded in this
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way, by swarms from Paris and Bologna respectively. And Cambridge was
founded, about the year 1200, by a swarm from Oxford.

Incidentally, this last migration had a curious aftermath. Until fairly re-
cently, anyone who proceeded to a master’s degree at Oxford had to sign a docu-
ment affirming that he would never in any circumstances lecture to the little
town of Stamford (Stamford, by the way, is on the road from London to York).
The reason for this procedure was that some time later, a second migration left
Oxford and set up a new center of learning at Stamford. However, the project
came to nothing, and the dissentients soon returned home to Oxford. But the
university authorities were so alarmed by these two flights that they took steps
to prevent any more. ‘

And so, by the end of the thirteenth century, we find two university insti-
tutions thriving in England, and situated—by Continental standards at any
rate—almost within stone’s throw of each other. However, although so near on
the map, the climatic conditions which they enjoyed—or endured, as the case
may be—were very different indeed. Oxford has a mild winter and is rather
enervating on the whole. But Cambridge is much worse off; and in the early
Middle Ages, when it lay on the edge of a huge undrained fen, the weather there
must have been truly horrible. Even today, with its cold and damp winter, ag-
gravated by a wind blowing across the European plain, it is nothing to joke
about. ‘

Now very soon after Oxford and Cambridge were founded they were con-
fronted with serious problems of discipline. The presence of a large body of young
men, in every respect alien to the local townsfolk, led to frequent disorders, the
so-called “town and gown” riots, which often culminated in a murder. The
situation was particularly galling to the magistrates because of the immunity
frequently enjoyed by priests and clerks. This still persists in some institutions:
thus, in Bologna university, if one student commits an offense against another
which is normally punishable by law, the police are powerless to intervene. The
authorities of both English universities sought a solution to the problem by
putting their students into halls of residence, which later became known as
colleges. The Head of the House (as he is still officially designated at Oxford) or
Master of the College, to give him his usual modern title, was endowed with
considerable powers over the inmates. His second in command was known as the
Father of the College; he was in loco parentis—and he is the ancestor of the
modern Dean. We shall soon see what his role was in the Cambridge scholastic
world.

We may remark in passing that scarcely any other university saw fit to
follow the example set by Oxford and Cambridge; this is exceedingly odd since
one and all were beset by the same disciplinary problem. At both the English
universities the college system gradually brought about fundamental changes in
the administration. As the centuries passed, the central authority lost more and
more to the individual colleges, until the latter became very nearly autonomous
bodies, each of them responsible for the supervision and teaching of their own
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students. This shift in power was to have significant consequences for the study
of mathematics in Cambridge, which is our main theme here.

There was, however, one important right which the University still retained:
that of holding the degree examination. This took the form of a disputation of
strict syllogistic character, in which no other kind of reasoning was permitted;
it was a three-cornered affair—examiner versus candidate, with the Dean acting
as buffer between the contestants. Whenever his “son” was held up for a syllo-
gism, the Dean would slip one in; if the candidate was unable to parry the argu-
ment, the Dean would come to his assistance. One beautiful feature of these
medieval examinations was that no candidate ever failed ; he might do very well,
in which case he received the distinction summa cum laude, or his performance
might be execrable. But in any case, he was awarded his degree; that is what
Deans were for in those days.

Echoes of this ancient ceremony are still to be heard in the Cambridge exami-
nation system- of today. Because the parties to the dispute used to sit on three-
legged stools, the Cambridge examination is called a Tripos; moreover, in
memory of the disputation, everyone who gains a first class in the Mathematical
Tripos is designated a Wrangler.

In those remote times there was no hint that mathematics was destined to
play the predominant part in Cambridge university studies which it was later
to be assigned. The syllabus followed the lines of the normal medieval curriculum;
geometry (but not mathematics), logic, philosophy, music, with specialist courses
for students of law, divinity, or medicine. We have to wait until the mid-
seventeenth century for the emergence of mathematics as a major discipline,
that is to say, for the period in which Isaac Barrow occupied the mathematical
chair.

How important is Barrow in the history of seventeenth-century science?
The answer given to this question depends largely on one’s nationality. The
fact is, most of the European nations have their own horse in the Calculus
Stakes: thus the French have Fermat and the Italians have Torricelli; if the Rus-
sians have not yet entered a candidate, it is only a question of time before they
do. Any Englishman would, I fancy, put his money on Barrow; and there are
sound, not patriotic, reasons for such a choice. It seems, on reading Barrow’s
lectures, that he has come nearer to the general notions of derivative and inte-
gral than have any of his predecessors. Now Newton was Barrow’s pupil, and
he absorbed Barrow’s ideas.

Newton is, of course, the greatest of all Cambridge professors; he also hap-
pens to be the greatest disaster that ever befell not merely Cambridge mathe-
matics in particular but British mathematical science as a whole. This is a fact
which the historians do not care to dwell upon; if they mention it at all, they
rarely give it due emphasis. ,

When Newton succeeded Barrow in the Cambridge chair, he had already
lost interest in mathematical studies and had turned his intellect into theological
and speculative channels. Moreover, he became caught up in public affairs as



