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It is with great pleasure that I introduce the second issue of the
Monographic Series on the History of Medicine published by L’Erma di
Bretschneider. Vittoria Feola is an excellent historian who combines intellectual history with the history of science and medicine in the early
modern period. Her work on Elias Ashmole (1617-1692) represents a
perfect example of the broad understanding of the nature of the history
of medicine which our Scientific Committee supports. The Scientific
Revolution in medicine was carried out during the Renaissance and
the early modern period not only through new scientific investigations
on the human body, but also thanks to antiquarian and philological approaches stemming from the rediscovery of ancient science.
In this sense, manuscripts and books in ancient and modern languages were as much determinant as the book and the language of the
nature themselves. Elias Ashmole represents a significant example of
how the former factors continued to be crucial in the development of
modern science. Vittoria Feola’s deep and wide analysis represents the
best way to mark the quartercentenary of his birth (1617-2017), as well
as to continue the works of our Monographic Series.

Fabio Zampieri

Director, Monographic Series on the History of Medicine
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Preface

I wish to state my debt to previous scholarship while clarifying my
own contribution to our understanding of Elias Ashmole’s personality.
I have seen all the manuscripts cited in this book as in all my previous
works about Ashmole. Anyone asking for my Bodleian Library attendance records and call slips since 2000 can check it out. I am, to date,
the single author who has published most about Ashmole since Robert
Theodore Gunther in the 1930s, with twelve items including this book.
A list of my works on Ashmole is in the bibliography. I first encountered
Ashmole while researching Freemasonry as an undergraduate in 1997.
There is so little evidence about Ashmole and Freemasonry, that when I
discussed my future MPhil in History at Cambridge University with my
supervisor, Scott Mandelbrote, we agreed I should drop Freemasonry
as a subject altogether and focus on Ashmole’s extensive collections of
manuscripts instead. I went on doing my PhD thesis on Ashmole, also at
Cambridge, under the supervision of both Scott Mandelbrote and John
Morrill. Despite several other research projects which have occupied my
time since 2003, I have never stopped looking at Ashmole’s collections
of books and manuscripts. It is, therefore, Ashmole’s Quartercentenrary
anniversary since his birth, and ventennial anniversary since I began to
study him.
For this book I have often relied on the monumental and magisterial work by Carl Hermann Josten, the so-called ‘Ashmole’s Diary’, for
easy, quick references. I have written the first draft of this book partly
in Oxford, partly on the Island of Oléron, in France. This explains my
reliance on Josten at places where I could have cited the manuscripts,
consulted many times over, yet not at hand at the time of writing. Subsequent drafts have been checked against manuscripts once again, though
I have avoided substituting all Josten references, because it would have
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been a tedious and rather pointless job. I wish to acknowledge the quite
extraordinary labours of the young W. H. Black, who catalogued all the
Ashmole MSS in the early Victorian period. R. T. Gunther, the first keeper of the Museum for the History of Science at Oxford, made the printed
collections there one of his life’s pursuits, and knew every single volume.
While I have read and consulted his multi-volume Early Science in Oxford, and I am aware of his early work on Ashmole’s own collections
of printed books, I have claimed elsewhere that at least since the Tercentenary celebrations of the foundation of the Ashmolean Museum, in
1983, no-one has stressed the existence, and, therefore, the importance
of Ashmole’s own books, preferring to focus on his minor collections of
rarities. Perhaps involuntarily, this fact has demeaned Ashmole to an almost insignificant collector. In decades of experience of Oxford libraries
I have not met with any Oxford librarian who was unaware of Ashmole’s
books, naturally.1 Michael Hunter, Richard Ovenden, Arthur MacGregor, to cite but the most strikingly important authors, have all published
hugely useful works on Ashmole, on which my own works have built,
and which I acknowledge. Yet, I do maintain that a certain past insistence
on Ashmole’s relation to Tradescant’s rarities rather than with his own
book and manuscript collections may be usefully balanced by reading my
complementary views about him.2
I wish to thank Giovanni Silvano for believing in me. I thank Fabio
Zampieri for suggesting this book series as a suitable fit for my Quartercentenary Biography. I thank all my Paduan colleagues for so many
stimulating conversations, and for providing a brilliant academic environment in which to continue to write about Ashmole while venturing
into new ground. I wish to thank all the librarians in the Bodleian, now
1
GUNTHER 1930, pp. 193-195, 201-203, 230-236. HUNT 1952, pp. 161-170. ROBERTS 1979, pp. 112-127. HUNTER 1983, p. 21 only has one passing reference to Ashmole’s books since Gunther’s work in the 1930s.
ROBERTS, B. F., ‘Edward Lhuyd’s collection of printed books’, BLR 10(1979), pp.
112-27.
HUNTER, M. & AL. (1983), Elias Ashmole 1617-1692...and his world, a tercentenary exhibition, 1983, Oxford, p. 21 (only one passing reference to Ashmole’s books in
one page since Gunther’s work in the 1930s).
Oxford, Bodleian Library, Index to the English almanacs in the Ashmole collection
(with) Ashmole almanacs (handlist). (MS. Bodleian shelfmark R.6.220).
2
The Directory of Rare Book and Special Collections in the United Kingdom and the
Republic of Ireland, Third Edition, has already taken this approach: ATTAR 2016, p. 315.
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Weston Library, for their help and unfailing support, particularly Colin Harris at the Special Collections Reading Room. I equally thank the
UL staff in Cambridge for being so helpful, competent, polite, and funny. I thank the numerous Oxford Colleges which have let me stay when
my sister College, St. Anne’s, could not. I thank Arthur MacGregor for
a most enjoyable Ashmole chat over coffee in the BL. I thank Michael
Hunter for his first encouragement to study Ashmole, a rainy afternoon
at Birkbeck many years ago. I thank Howard Hotson and the Cultures
of Knowledge team, with Miranda Lewis first and foremost, for hosting
me, giving me excellent tea and biscuits, and giving me the opportunity
to teach ‘the Ashmole class’ over and over in the SS13 at Oxford. I thank
all previous readers and commentators of my Ashmole work, including
my anonymous readers - they are too many to cite! John Morrill and
Scott Mandelbrote have influenced my way of thinking about Ashmole,
seventeenth-century collections, and the realtionship between texts and
objects probably more than anybody else. My numerous students have
been asking clever questions, thus stimulating my Ashmole reflections.
Anthony Brown, Ariel Hessayon, Gabriel Glickmann, Rory Rapple, have
made useful comments on my initial ideas about Ashmole’s religiosity. I
thank Samuel Fanous of the Bodleian Library Publishing for pushing me
to write a new biography of Ashmole. I thank my husband, my children,
my parents, Alain, Marie-Thérèse, Katia, for their help especially while
I was away in Oxford, allowing me time ‘with my manuscripts’. I thank
Emma, Michelle, and Neda, for being my life-long friends. This book was
truly first conceived in Cambridge while living all together in the Mad
House, and it is fittingly dedicated to them.
Padova - Oxford - Le Château d’Oléron, 13 October 2017

This book is dedicated to
Emma Butler, Michelle Lee, and Neda Farahi
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Introduction

The Quartercentenary Biography of Elias Ashmole aims to complement previous scholarship about him both by eminent past historians
and by myself, while telling an incredible rags-to-riches story.3
Having spent most of the last twenty years on Elias Ashmole’s collection of manuscripts and books, I felt I owed it to Ashmole that I should
write his Quartercentenary Biography. The year 2017 marks 400 years
since Elias Ashmole’s birth, in Lichfield. The son of a modest saddler,
Ashmole died as the founder of the first public museum in the British
Isles. His successful life against all the odds is a great tale. Tercentenary
celebrations for the foundation of the Ashmolean Museum, in Oxford,
focussed more on the worth of that institution than on the merits of
its founder. It belongs to the very nature of celebrations the tendency
to overemphasise some positive aspects over other, less positive ones.
Historians, moreover, sometimes prefer winning arguments rhetorically
rather than balancing facts, thereby coming up with a less powerful, far
more nuanced argument. They fear appearing weak, as if historians were
lawyers in imaginary academic courts. We are not. When historians feel
the urge to win arguments by omitting crucial evidence, they behave like
propagandists. Take the importance of book collecting for Ashmole and
his Museum, for example. Ever since the magisterial studies of Robert
Theodore Gunther, back in the 1930s, theoretically we should all have
been aware of the extent, composition, and value of Ashmole’s collection
of printed works. Instead, Ashmole has received some bad publicity, his
own collected books having often been omitted from the picture. He has
been treated as almost a thief of Tradescant’s collections, as if those curiosities were the only founding nucleus of Ashmole’s Museum. Readers

3

Please refer to the Bibliography for full references.
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of the Quartercentenary Biography will find here a friendlier tale, deeply
anchored in documented facts.
This biography is not naive, however. While a Quartercentenary Biography ought to tell a sympathetic story, apt at encouraging a better
understanding of an important figure in seventeenth-century British and
European history, it ought not fall in the fondness trap. I respect certain
aspects of Ashmole’s thinking and behaviour while I recognise he did not
always had the most modern mindset of his times. Ashmole deserves
posterity’s respect for several reasons. First, he was an honest man. He
never stole; at least, he never stole in times of peace: it is impossible to
state so in relation to his Royalist service, when his belly ached in hunger.
It would not be fair to consider his marriages to rich older women as
forms of stealth, either, given that he loved his first wife deeply, and his
second one seems to have been a pain in the neck. What matters is that
he did not accept bribes, so common among fellow heralds at the Restoration. Indeed, while the Restoration court was a place of debauchery (I
pass no moral judgement on the sexual moeurs of the Stuart court, only,
I describe the kind of environment in which Ashmole operated), there
is no evidence of Ashmole blending in. Rather on the contrary, what I
regard as the most interesting evidence of Ashmole’s behaviour within
the Restoration court, is his honest criticism of Charles II’s friendly policies towards France and English Catholics. At a time when Charles II
was about to let French troops invade England to restore Catholicism,
Ashmole, ignoring the extent of his King’s readiness for treason, advised
against such potentially calamitous conduct. I find this all the more remarkable, and the second reason for respecting him, because I think
there is enough cirumstantial evidence to suggest that Ashmole flirted
at least with some aspects of Roman Catholicism. Lest I am accused of
distorting the evidence, possibly for personal reasons due to my dual nationalities which might doom me a devout, let me clarify the following.
I firmly believe in the French principle of the laïcité de l’Etat. I believe
that the State should not allow any religion to encroach onto its sovereignty. I despise all religions which aim at subverting the secular State in
order to establish a semi- or full theocracy. The State, in my view, should
tolerate all religions (or lack thereof ) provided they should not threat
the peaceful living together of equal citizens before the law. My political principles do not allow me to sympathise with a Crypto-Catholic in
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Restoration England. I find Charles II’s signature of the secret treaty of
Dover (of which Ashmole was unaware) a disgrace. In this biography I
have written for the first time about a number of instances which may be
interpreted as signs of Ashmole’s interest in some aspects of Roman Catholicism. I have not meant to argue that he left the Church of England.
I have meant to throw all cards on the table to the risk of not being able
to have an argument at all. I am not Ashmole’s posthumous lawyer, I am
his biographer. He was an orderly man, who often used a rhetoric from
antiquity in order to argue about current issues. Such way of arguing
might have implied a respect for the notion of tradition which is also a
crucial asset in the Roman Church. He liked order, hierarchy, and rituals.
Like some of his contemporaries, Ashmole may well have felt drawn to
Roman Catholic ceremonial. Moreover, Ashmole collected and studied
alchemical manuscripts which dated from pre-Reformation times and
which used the notion of transubstantiation of substances to justify the
possibility of the physical transmutation of metals. Both ceremonial and
the Aristotelian matter theories underpinning transubstantiation/transmutation were subjects close to Ashmole’s heart. He may have thought
that the Roman Church was right as far as those points were concerned,
while being wrong about other theological questions. Nowadays some
Catholics openly state their wish that priests be allowed to marry. Their
disagreeing with the official position of the Church of Rome does not
make them Protestant, or, at least, they would not call themselves as
such. Likewise, four hunder years ago, we can recognise that a Church
of England man such as Elias Ashmole might have been appreciative of
some aspects of Roman Catholicism without actively seeking conversion. Things are complicated to elucidate, because there is not enough
definitive evidence. It is not entirely impossible that Ashmole might have
converted in his heart, as his decision to keep some disturbing devotional pictures has made me wonder a thousand times. We do not know.
What is sure, however, is his allegiance to England, his respect of national sovereignty. The main reason for which we should celebrate and respect Ashmole is that he was always a loyal servant of his State. Whether
he thought Papists were right about transubstantiation or not, he clearly
never betrayed his country because of his religious ideas. In this sense,
he should be seen as an exemplary figure then and now.
Ashmole’s astrological fixation, on the other hand, does not single
him out as a man who was ready to throw the past behind and build

