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Worms in Teeth, Swallowed Bodkins, and
Stained Agates: The Royal Society and the
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In May 1665, Sir Theodore de Vaux was proposed (by John Wilkins), elected, and finally admitted
to the Royal Society.[1] Physician to Charles II and recently elected honorary fellow of the Royal
College of Physicians, De Vaux was doubtless a prestigious catch and also proved an active
member. But he was also the godson of Theodore de Mayerne (1573-1655), the celebrated
paracelsian and physician to the Stuart kings,[2] and in possession of a substantial amount of
documents written by, or sent to, his deceased godfather. Keen to contribute, in the week following
his admission De Vaux brought in a paper “concerning worms bred in the teeth of men.”[3]
Participants chipped in with anecdotal corroboration: Croone assured he had “likewise heard of
worms taken out of the teeth”; Moray had also heard of “the like of worms taken out of the gums of
a man in Scotland.” Later, De Vaux returned with yet another account of an aged woman, named
Sarah Hastings, who had taken worms out of the teeth, gums, tongue, throat and face of several
persons.”’[4]

For the coming years, the worms-in-teeth case stories were supplemented by an assortment of
miscellanous documents from the same source, including “a Latin paper [...] relating to the
preserving of timber”[5]; “a relation of a furred robe, made of the skin of the Tartarian boramez,
supposed to be a plant animal,”[6] “a paper [...] concerning the nature of craw-fish,”[7] and a
document relating what “happened to one Mr. JOHN STEVENSON, who swallowed a bodkin.”[§]
“Several papers about sugar” offered an occasion to remind those “engaged in the bringing in of the
histories of trade, be mindful of their engagements,”[9] and a paper about “soap-making” was
“delivered to Mr. HOOKE who undertook to give an account of that trade,”[10] and so on. Eleven
years later, in 1679, De Vaux still brought in “receipts, which had been experimented by Sir
THEODORE MAYERNE for making of ales of several sorts.”[11]

De Vaux was actively encouraged to communicate these various documents from De Mayerne[12];
contributions to the history of trades and crafts such as the commucations on sugar, soap or ale,
were clearly appreciated; when De Vaux in July 1668 brought in “certain papers about chemistry,”
they were referred to further scrutiny by the relevant committee.[ 13] Moreover, there are modest
indications that papers circulated internally. For example, in 1666, writing to Boyle about methods
for the “preservation of timber,” Oldenburg referred to “a prescription of Sr Th. Mayerne,
consisting of sulphur and aqua fortis; wch, upon this occasion, I shall looke after; and if I find it,
present it to yr view, if you have not seen it already.”’[ 14] These appreciations, however, mostly
reflect an eclectic interest in simply gathering all kinds of reports for verification and testing. By
contrast, when it came to evaluating the analyses and interpretations contained in the papers,
reactions were mostly dismissive. John Wilkins offered a unimpressed analysis of the worms-in-
teeth accounts by “surmis[ing], that these supposed worms were nothing but the condensed sweat,
squeezed out of the pores.”[15] Third-party reports were met with suspicion, even when corrobrated
by Mayerne himself.[16] And when, in May 1681, “Mr HOOKE read a translation, which he had
made of a paper which he had made of a paper of Sir THEODORE MAYERNE, brought in by Sir
THEODORE DE VAUX, about a method of staining agates,”[17] at the following meeting ““it was
generally concluded, that the ways mentioned in that paper were only conjectures, and not the result
of experiments.”[ 18]

This last dismissive reaction reflects predictable antipathies integral to the general scientific self-
understanding of the experimental philosophers. Putting to one side the sensibilities of individual
fellows such as Kenelm Digby, Daniel Coxe, or Oliver Hill,[19] this had to be the fate of the papers
of a Paracelsian physician close to Margaret Cavendish would meet in the Royal Society taken as a
global epistemological environment! Already in 1661, Boyle had published his Sceptical Chymist
against the “spagyrist’s principles.”’[20] In Some Considerations Touching the Usefulness of
Experimental Natural Philosophy of 1663, he railed against the “vain-glorious Boasts



of Paracelsus himself, and some of his Followers.”[21] And even if Boyle did not explicitly name
him in this context, this included practitioners of the Paracelsian pharmacology of which Mayerne
was a pioneer.[22] Sceptical about “the Universal Medicine, which many Paracelsians,
Helmontians, and other Chymists talk of so confidently,” Boyle set out to show how “the
Naturalists skill may improve the Pharmaceutical Preparations of Simples™ and help replace the
“Vulgar Chymistry” of “Spagyrical Remedies” which is “very incompleat, affording us rather a
Collection, of loose and scatter’d [...] Experiments, then an Art duely superstructed upon Principles
and Notions, emergent from severe and competent Inductions.”[23]

Society minutes reflect how members, following Boyle’s critique of the Paracelsians’
“boasting,”[24] rejected their thinking as “a pompous way of philosophizing.”[25] At the same
time, empirical reports such as those obtained through De Vaux and Mayerne offered no reliable
corroborating evidence to support any firm principles and notions, Paracelsian or other, but
represented only “loose and scatter’d experiments”that could be put in the service of any kind of
conjecture. Between a Paracelsian medecine too esoteric and a practical physicks too empirical a
tenuous connection existed that had to be broken and replaced by what Thomas Willis, in his
eponymous work of 1675, called a “rational pharmaceutics.”[26] Against the Helmontien
“Pseudochymists and Fanaticks,” such a new medical practice would explain the operation of
remedies not by “specifick virtues” but by “the Reasons of them, that is, the Variations of Changes
and Accidents which happen in their preparations, as also we will add the reasons of their Virtues
and Effects, which appear in them when they are prepared.”[27]

Unsurprisingly, very little of the discussions of Mayerne’s various papers on teintures, remedies,
and medical case stories filtered through to the society’s more public interface. True, at a meeting in
1687, a paper by Mayerne’s himself “concerning the cure of the bite of a mad dog” was ordered to
be published in the Philosophical Transactions,” but it never was.[28] The only paper that ever
made it to the pages of the Royal Society organ was “A Discourse of the viper and some other
poysons” which appeared in 1694.[29] The vast majority of papers brought in by De Vaux were
politely received and “filed up,” never to be heard of again. Judging from the Philosophical
Transactions, they appeared to not engage with Mayerne at all. From this public perspective, the
Royal Society treated Mayerne as an intellectual cut of an entirely different cloth than themselves
and ignored him as much as Bacon already did.[30] Looking inward to the more private minutes of
the society meetings, however, this apparent indifference concealed an active and continuous effort
to sort the grain from the chafe in their continous engagement with Mayerne’s curious Nachlass
over several decades.
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