
A MAN  OF THE TIMES

Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626) can 
be regarded as a true representative 
of the Renaissance period for several 
reasons. First and foremost, he was 
a man of great knowledge, talents 
and interests; a judge, politician 
and writer, seen as a liberal minded 
reformer, keen to simplify and 
change the law and a scientific thinker. 

Sir Francis Bacon

A new science
The word ‘science’ in Sir Francis 
Bacon’s time had very different 
connotations to the word we use 
today. It was associated with 
knowledge, but also ‘general 
truths’ spoken by the recognised 
‘authorities’ of the time. Yet, 
in a century of exploration 
(Sir Francis Drake, Sir Walter 
Raleigh, Amerigo Vespucci) 
and revolutionary astronomical 
thought (Galileo Galilei), man’s 
sense of the universe and his 
fields of knowledge began to 
be questioned. Gradually new 
empirical attitudes towards 
these long-held truths brought 
man out of his ‘comfort zone’ 
of simply accepting and 
encouraged him to see reason 
at work (Isaac Newton, p. 152).
More and more people, whom 
we may now refer to as the first 
modern-day scientists, began to 
question these authorities. Sir 
Francis Bacon was one of these. 
He believed that the methods 
and results of science practised 
at the time were wrong.
Although best remembered for 
his Essayes (1597) his main aim 
in life was to dedicate himself 

to the discovery of truth and to 
serve his country and his Church. 

Bacon versus More
Certain similarities can be drawn 
between the other great writer and 
thinker of the time, Sir Thomas 
More. Bacon and More were both 
knighted by their kings (More by 
Henry VIII and Bacon by James I). 
They were both made Lord 
Chancellors (the most important 
political position in England) and 
both wrote works on their ideas of 
a utopian society. However, their 
ideas of a utopian existence are 
fundamentally different. 

The New Atlantis 
In The New Atlantis (1627) Bacon 
describes his ambition to create 
a college of study to benefit 
mankind, ‘a college instituted for 
the interpreting of nature and the 
producing of great and marvellous 
works for the benefit of men’, as 
quoted in one preface. This was 
Bacon’s idea of utopia. He called 
this college Salomon’s House and 
placed it on the imaginary island 
of Bensalem. In the following 
extract the director of Salomon’s 
House is describing the college.

Answer.

1 Give three reasons why Bacon 
is a good representative of 
the Renaissance.

2 What was science based 
on during Bacon’s time? 

3 What did the new attitudes 
of the time encourage? 

4 Who, at the time, could be 
regarded as the first  
modern-day scientists?

5 What three aims did Bacon 
have in life? 

6 What, in Bacon’s opinion, 
was necessary to obtain 
scientific truth? 

7 What similarities can be found 
between Sir Francis Bacon 
and Sir Thomas More?

1

Hans Holbein the Younger,  
Portrait of Sir Thomas More, 1527.  
Oil and tempera on wood;  
The Frick Collection, New York.
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From The New Atlantis
1. The End1 of our Foundation is the knowledge of Causes and secret motions of things, and the enlarging 

of the bounds of Human Empire2, to the effecting of all things possible. [...] 
2. ‘We have high towers, the highest about half a mile in height, and some of them likewise set upon high 

mountains [...]. We use these towers, according to their several heights and situations, for insolation, 
refrigeration, conservation, and for the view of divers3 meteors4, as winds, rain, snow, hail5, and some 
of the fiery meteors also. [...]

3. ‘We have also fair6 and large baths of several mixtures for the cure of diseases and the restoring of man’s 
body from arefaction7, and others for the confirming of it in strength of sinews8, vital parts, and the very 
juice and substance of the body.

4. ‘We have also large and various orchards9 and gardens [...] where trees and berries are set whereof we 
make divers kinds of drinks [...]. And we make (by art) in the same orchards and gardens trees and flowers 
to come earlier or later than their seasons, and to come up and bear10 more speedily than by their natural 
course they do. [...] And many of them we so order as they become of medicinal use.’ [...]

5. ‘We have also perspective-houses, where we make demonstrations of all lights and radiations, and of all 
colours [...]. We procure means of seeing objects afar off11, as in the 
heaven and remote places, and represent things near as afar off 
and things afar off as near, making feigned distances12. We have 
also helps for the sight, far above spectacles13 and glasses in use.’ [...]

6. ‘We have also engine-houses, where are prepared engines and 
instruments for all sorts of motions. There we imitate and practise 
to make swifter motions than any you have [...]. We imitate also 
flights of birds; we have some degrees of flying in the air; we have 
ships and boats for going under water [...]

(Source: Sir Francis Bacon, The New Atlantis, 1627)

1. End: scopo.
2. enlarging of the bounds of Human Empire: 

aumentare il potere dell’uomo sulla natura.
3. divers: diversi.
4. meteors: fenomeni meteorologici.
5. hail: grandine.
6. fair: belli.

7. arefaction: l’asciugamento.
8. sinews: tendini, nervi.
9. orchards: frutteti.
10. bear: produrre.
11. afar off: lontani.
12. feigned distances: le distanze che ingannano.
13. spectacles: occhiali.

O
V

ER
 T

O
 Y

O
U

Answer the following questions.

1 Who would benefit from the ‘college of study’?

2 What was this college called?

3 Where was it?

Go through the excerpt from The New Atlantis and write the number of the paragraph which seems to be 
describing the following features of our modern-day societies (one paragraph is used twice).

Modern features Paragraph number
1 Telescopes and magnifying apparatus    

2 Food conservation    

3 Spas    

4 Aviation and engineering works    

5 Observatories/meteorological centres    

6 Selective crop growth and herbal remedies    

1

2
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