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THE Author of the following Letters having been

flattered into a Belief, that they may probably prove of

some Use, or at least Amusement to the World, he has

ventured to give them, at the Request of his Friends,

to the Publick. His chief Design will be found an Attempt

towards solving the Phænomena of the Via Lactea,

and in consequence of that Solution, the framing of a

regular and rational Theory of the known Universe, before unattempted

by any. But he is very sensible how difficult a Task it is to advance any

new Doctrine with Success, those who have hitherto attempted to propagate

astronomical Discoveries in all Ages, have been but ill rewarded for their Labours,

tho' finally they have proved of the greatest Benefit and Advantage

to Mankind. This ungrateful Lesson we learn from the Fate of those ingenious

Men, who, in ignorant Times, have unjustly suffered for their superior

Knowledge and Discoveries; they who first conceived the Earth a Ball,

were treated only with Contempt for their idle and ridiculous Supposition,

as it was called; and he who first attempted to explain the Antipodes, lost his

Life by it; but in this Age Philosophers have nothing to fear of this sort,

the great Disadvantages attending Authors now, are of a widely different

Nature, rising from the infinite Number of Pretenders to Knowledge in

this Science, and much is to be apprehended from improper Judges, tho'

from real ones nothing; for nothing is more certain than this, as much as

any Subject exceeds the common Capacity of Readers, so much will the

Work in general be condemned; the Air of Knowledge is at least in

finding Fault, and this vain Pretence generally leads People, who have no

real Foundation for their Judgment to argue from, to ridicule what they

are too sensible they do not understand. Thus the same Disadvantages too

often attend both in publick and private an exceeding good Production

equally the same as a very bad one: But the Author is not vain enough to

think this Work without Faults, has rather Reason to fear, from the

Weakness of his own Capacity, that there may be many; but he hopes

the Design of the Whole will, in some measure, plead for the Imperfection

of the Parts, if the Merits of the Plan should be found insufficient for his

full Pardon, in attempting so extensive a Subject.


In a System thus naturally tending to propagate the Principles of Virtue,

and vindicate the Laws of Providence, we may indeed say too little, but

cannot surely say too much; and to make any further Apology for a Work of

such Nature, where the Glory of the Divine Being of course must be the

principal Object in View, would be too like rendering Virtue accountable to

Vice for any Author to expert to benefit by such Excuse. The Motive

which induces us to the Attempt of any Performance, where no good Reason

can be supposed to be given for the Omission, or Neglect of it, will always

be judged an unnecessary Promulgation, and consequently every Attempt

towards the Discovery of Truth, the Enlargement of our Minds, and

the Improvement of our Understandings will naturally become a Duty. If

therefore this Undertaking falls short of being instrumental towards the advancing

the Adoration of the Divine Being in his infinite Creation of higher

Works, and proves unable to answer all Objections that may possibly

arise against it, yet will its Imperfections appear of such a Nature to every

candid Reader, as to afford the Author a sufficient Apology for producing

them to the World: And it is to be hoped farther, that where a Work is

entirely upon a new Plan, and the Beginning, as it were, of a new Science,

before unattempted in any Language, the Author having dug all his Ideas

from the Mines of Nature, is surely entitled to every kind of Indulgence.


To those who are weak enough to think that such Enquiries as these

are over-curious, vain, and presumptive, and would willingly, suitable to

their own Ignorance and Comprehension, set Bounds to other People's

Labours, I answer with Mr. Huygens, "That if our Forefathers had

been at this Rate scrupulous, we might have been ignorant still of the

Magnitude and Figure of the Earth; or that there was such a Place as

America. We should not have known that the Moon is enlightened by

the Sun's Rays, nor what the Causes of the Eclipses of each of them

are; nor a Multitude of other Things brought to Light by the late

Discoveries in Astronomy; for what can a Man imagine more abstruse,

or less likely to be known, than what is now as clear as the Sun."








Had we still paid that Homage to a Name,





Which only God and Nature justly claim;





The western Seas had been our utmost Bound,





Where Poets still might dream the Sun was drown'd;





And all the Stars that shine in Southern Skies,





Had been admir'd by none but savage Eyes.













Dryden.







Besides the Nobleness and Pleasure of these Studies, Wisdom and Morality

are naturally advanced, and much benefited by them, and even Religion

itself receives a double Lustre, "to the Confusion of those who

would have the Earth, and all Things formed by the shuffling Concourse

of Atoms, or to be without Beginning." In Astronomy, as well as in

natural Philosophy, though we cannot positively affirm every thing we say

to be Facts and Truth, yet in so noble and sublime a Study as that of Nature,

it is glorious, as Mr. Huygens says, even to arrive at Probability.


Notwithstanding then the Disadvantages which ever have attended all

new Discoveries, either thro' the Ignorance of the Age, or the universal Passion

of Ridicule in such contented Creatures, as can't comprehend, yet ever attacking

with a fool-hardy Resolution, the advancing Ensigns of Knowledge,

if Ignorance was Virtue, and Wisdom Vice; I say, regardless of this noisy

Shore, it is sure our Duty to spring forward, and explore the secret

Depths of Infinity, and the wonderful hidden Truths of this vast Ocean

of Beings. But how the heavenly Bodies were made, when they were

made, and what they are made of, and many other Things relating to

their Entity, Nature, and Utility, seems in our present State not to be

within the Reach of human Philosophy; but then that they do exist, have

final Causes, and were ordained for some wise End, is evident beyond a

Doubt, and in this Light most worthy of our Contemplation.








He who thro' vast Immensity can pierce,





See Worlds on Worlds compose one Universe,





Observe how System into System runs,





What other Planets, and what other Suns;





What varied Being peoples ev'ry Star;





May tell why Heav'n made all Things as they are.




















Pope.







To expect that so new an Hypothesis should meet with universal Approbation,

would be an unpardonable Vanity; nor is it reasonable every

Reader should think the Author obliged to remove all his Prejudices and

Partialities, so far as to give him the perfect Picture of the Universe he

likes best. In many Cases it would be so far from being better for the

World, if all Men judged and thought alike, that Providence seems rather

to have guarded against it as an Evil, than any how to have promoted it

as a general Good: But the following Theory regards the Whole rather

than Individuals: And the many worthy Authors cited in the Work, who

have all greatly favoured this extensive Way of Thinking, will, I hope,

be a sufficient Excuse for forming these obvious Conjectures into a Theory,

especially where so great a Problem is attempted as the Solution of the Via

Lacteal Phænomenon, which has hitherto been looked upon as an insurmountable

Difficulty. How the Author has succeeded in this Point, is

a Question of no great Consequence; he has certainly done his best; another,

no Doubt, will do better, and a third perhaps, by some more rational

Hypothesis, may perfect this Theory, and reduce the Whole to infallible

Demonstration: The first System of the solar Planets was far from a true

one, but it led the Way to Perfection, and the last we can never too

much admire. It is well known, that the first System of the Planets was

also but a Conjecture, yet none will deny that it was an happy one.


The Discovery of the Magnet Poles; the Government of the Tides;

proportional Distance and Periods of the Planets, &c. have all their Uses,

and undoubtedly were designed to be known. Ignorance is the Disgrace

of Mankind, and sinks human Nature almost to that of Reptiles. Knowledge

is its Glory and the distinguishing Characteristic of rational Creatures.


To Enquiries of this sort, then sure we may say with Milton, That


God's own Ear listens delighted.





The Subject is, no Doubt, the noblest in Nature, and as such, will always

merit the Attention of the thinking Part of Mankind. Men of

Learning and Science, in all Ages, have ever made it their peculiar Study.

Towards the latter End of the Republic, and afterwards in the more peaceable

Times of Trajan and the Plinys, we have no Reason to doubt but

that Astronomy was in the highest Reputation: And notwithstanding

Greece had been the chief Seat of the Philosophers, yet may we suppose

Rome in those Days little inferior in the Knowledge of the Stars, when we

find Men[A] of the first Figure in Life become Authors upon the Subject.




[A] Cicero translated the Phænomena of Aratus into Latin Verse. Julius Cæsar, as Pliny

relates, wrote of Astronomy in Greek, and is said to have left several Books of the Motion of

the Stars behind him, derived from the Doctrine of the Egyptians. Ant. Chris. 45. He with

Sosigenes reformed the Roman Year, which was first invented by Numa Pompilius. Germanicus

Cæsar also translated Aratus's Phænomena into Latin Verse Anno Dom. 15. Tiberius

and Hadrian are also said to have wrote on Astronomy.





We have many Instances to shew, that Astronomy was in the greatest

Repute amongst the Antients of all Ranks, and almost every where looked

upon as one of the greatest, if not as one of the first Qualifications of

their best Men. As a Confirmation of which, we find in the historical

Accounts of the Argives, a very warm Contest betwixt the two Sons of

Pelops 1205 Years before Christ, thus testified by Lucian: When the Argives,

by publick Consent, had decreed that the Kingdom should fall to

him of the two, who should manifest himself the most learned in the

Knowledge of the Stars, Thyestes thereupon is said to have made known to

them, the Constellation, or Sign of the Zodiack call'd Aries: But Atreus at

the same time discovering to them the Course of the Sun, with his various Rising

and Setting, demonstrating his Motion to be [B]contrary to that of the

Heavens, or diurnal Motion of the Stars, was thereupon elected King.




[B] Hence arose the Fable of the Sun's going backwards in the Days of Atreus, as if struck

with Abhorrence of his bloody Banquet. Vide Ovid's Metamorphosis.





To recite more of the most eminent Patrons and Professors of this kind

of Learning here, will carry me too far from my present Purpose; for farther

Information therefore, I shall refer the inquisitive Reader, to that curious

Catalogue in Sherburn's Sphere of Manilius, where so many ruling [C]Men

of all Ages and Nations swell, and illustrate the Number.




[C] Seven Emperors, nine Kings, and as many sovereign Princes. Charlemagne wrote Ephemerides,

and named the Months and Winds in High Dutch, 770. Rich. II. &c.





In a Word, when we look upon the Universe as a vast Infinity of Worlds,

acted upon by an eternal Agent, and crowded full of Beings, all tending

through their various States to a final Perfection, and reflect upon the

many illustrious Personages, who have, from time to time, thought it a

kind of Duty to become Observers, and consequently Admirers of this

stupendous Sphere of primary Bodies, and diligent Enquirers into the general

Laws and Principles of Nature, who can avoid being filled with a

kind of enthusiastic Ambition, to be acknowledged one of the Number,

who, as it were, by thus adding his Atom to the Whole, humbly endeavours

to contribute towards the due Adoration of its great and divine Author.


I judge it will be quite unnecessary to say any thing about the Order of

the Work, since that would be only a Repetition of the Table of Contents,

to which the Reader is referred, as to the properest Account that can

here be given.
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Opinions of the most eminent Authors whose Sentiments on the following Subject

have been published in their Works.


SIR,
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Reflecting upon the agreeable Conversation of

our last Meeting, which you may remember chiefly

turned upon the Stars, and the Nature of the planetary

Bodies; a Subject, which is generally allowed to give

true Pleasure to all those who take Delight in mathematical

Enquiries; and having not a little Regard to

the repeated Request in your late Letters, I have at

length undertaken to explain to you, as far as I am able, my Theory of

the Universe, and the Ideas I have form'd of the known Creation.


The Hypothesis upon which this new Astronomy is founded, and

now reduced into a regular System, was the result of my Astronomical

Studies[D] full fifteen years ago, hence I hope you will allow, I have more

than observed Horace's celebrated Aphorism,




Nonumque prematur in annum.







[D] The first Scheme of this Hypothesis was plann'd in the Year 1734, representing in a Section

of the Creation, eighteen Feet long and one broad, several thousand Worlds and Systems,

and a great Number of emblematical Figures, now in the Author's Possession, together

with a Scheme of the entire Creation, completed since, nine Feet long and six broad, more

fully illustrating upon the same Construction the Innumerability of Systems and Worlds.





The Subject, I have often observed, you have listened to with a pleased

Attention, and I am the more incouraged to explain it at large to you,

as I am perswaded you don't want to be convinced of its valuable Uses

and Importance.


I remember you have often told me, that to apply ourselves to the Study

of Nature, was the surest and readiest Way to come at any tolerable Knowledge

of ourselves, however difficult the Task might prove either in the

Attempt, or the attaining it, and the less to be neglected, as it never fails

to introduce a proper Knowledge of the Divine Being, as a certain Consequence

along with it, and such a Knowledge, as will naturally make every

Man, who has but a tolerable Share of common Sense, and is not a Slave to

another's Reason, without any other Evidence or Motive, in all Stations,

and under all Circumstances, Act justly, Live chearfully,

and die full of Hope in the Expectation of a happy Sequel, in Futurity.









Eternity is written in the Skies:





Mankind's Eternity, nor Faith alone;






Virtue grows there——










Dr. Young.










A learned Author on the Attributes, recommending these Studies as a

reasonable and moral Service, says, "Sure, it is most becoming such imperfect

Creatures as we are, to contemplate the Works of God with this

Design, that we may discern the Manifestations of Wisdom in them;

and thereby excite in ourselves those devout Affections, and that superlative

Respect, which is the very Essence of Praise."








Who turns his Eye, on Nature's Midnight Face,






But must enquire —— what Hand behind the Scene,





What Arm Almighty, put these wheeling Globes





In Motion, and wound up the vast Machine?














The enchanting Idea Milton had of the Subjects of Astronomy whose

truly sublime Way of thinking and writing perhaps was never so nearly

equalled, or attempted before this Reverend Author's Night-Thoughts, appear'd

is finely shewn in the Eighth Book of his Paradise Lost, where he

makes his Adam, so earnestly attentive to the Angel Gabriel, as to

ceasing to relate the Mysteries of Creation.








The Angel ended, and his Adam's Ear
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