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CHRISTOPHER MERRETT* 
AND HIS 

PINAX RERUM NATURALIUM BRITANNICARUM 

BY 

SIR HUGH GLADSTONE. 

CHRISTOPHER MERRETT, the son of Christopher Merret, was 
born at Winchcomb, in Gloucestershire, on February 16th, 
1614. In 1631 he became a member of Gloucester Hall, 
Oxford, and later removed to Oriel College. He took his B.A. 
degree in 1635, and then—devoting himself to the study of 
medicine—graduated M.B. in 1636, and M.D. in 1643. He 
afterwards settled in London, became a Fellow of the Royal 
College of Physicians in 1651, and Gulstonian lecturer in 1654. 
He was one of the first members of the Royal Society and, 
through the influence of his friend Dr. William Harvey 
(1578-1657), was put in charge of his library and museum 
when he presented it to the Royal College of Physicians in 
February 1654. About the time of the accession of Charles I, 
the College, requiring more accommodation, had taken a 
house at the bottom of Amen Corner which was subsequently 
purchased by Dr. Baldwin Hamey (1600-1676) who gave it, 
in 1649, t o the College ; this was the seat of the College till it 
was destroyed by the Great Fire of London and it is interesting 
to note that Merrett dedicated his Pinax Rerum Naturalium 
Britannicarum to Dr. Hamey. 

Merrett resided in the College house, at Amen Corner, and 
is believed to have acquired a considerable practice. When 
London was visited by the Great Plague in 1665 the College 
of Physicians was deserted by the Faculty; the rooms left 
empty of all but Dr. Merrett the Librarian and Keeper of the 
College and he had not been long alone when the increasing 
inroads of the Plague upon the City began to alarm him ; or— 
as is perhaps more likely—alarmed his family beyond en
durance : he too fled into the country. 

• T h i s biography has been compiled from W. H. Mullens and H . 
Kirke Swann : A Bibliography of British Ornithology : 1917« pp. 396/397. 
the article by W. H. Mullens: British Birds (Magazine): Vol. i i : pp.: 
109/118, 151/163: E. M. Nicholson (editor of) Gilbert W h i t e : The 
Natural History of Selborne : 1927 : p . 138 : R. T. Gunther : Early 
Science in Oxford : 1937 : pp. 111/112, 287/288 : Walter George Bel l : 
The Great Plague in London in 166$ ; 1924 : p . 62 : Chambers' Encyclo
pedia : 1091 : Dictionary of National Biography : 1906 : and other 
sources. 

H 



74 BRITISH BIRDS. [VOL. XXXV. 

On September 2nd, 1666 a fire broke out in London which 
raged with such fury as in five days to have involved 273 
acres, 400 streets, 13,200 private houses, 88 churches and St. 
Paul's Cathedral. This was the Great Fire of London* and in 
the conflagration the bulk of the library belonging to the 
College and Merrett's house were destroyed. It may be pre
sumed too that the premises, " in Ccemeterio Divi Pauli," 
of the printers of his Pinax were also consumed and that the 
first edition—bearing date 1666—perished, almost entirely, 
in the flames. 

Thereafter the College of Physicians gave up their ancient 
site to St. Paul's and considered their librarian to be no longer 
necessary. Merrett, however, held the contrary opinion and 
brought an action in the King's Bench against the College 
in which he claimed he was entitled to his office for life. In 
this claim he failed and his expulsion from his Fellowship in 
1681—nominally for non-attendance—may have been due 
to his action. He was, perhaps, naturally quarrelsome for 
in 1670 he had an historical scrap with the Apothecaries 
whom he accused, in a very exhaustive tract, of all possible 
" Frauds and Abuses." Latterly he resided in his house in 
Hatton Garden where he died on August 19th, 1695, and was 

, buried " 12 feet deep in the church of St. Andrew's, 
Holborne." 

Besides the Pinax Merrett wrote numerous other works, 
chiefly on medicine, and he also contributed several papers on 
" vegetable physiology " to the Philosophical Transactions. 
His name is commemorated in botany ; S. F. Gray having, in 
his Natural Arrangement of British Plants (1821), given the 
name Merrettia to a group of unicellular Algae. One of his 
botanical discoveries was that a change of colour of wild 
succory from blue to white was to be attributed to a trans
planting to a poor soil, and it is of interest to note that his 
erudition as an ichthyologist is specially mentioned by Walter 
Charleton (1619-1707) in his Onomasticon Zoicon: 1668 : and 
Exercitationes de Differentiis & Nominibus Animalium: 1677. 

Merrett in his Pinax Rerum Naturalium Britannicarum 
made an attempt to make a list of the vegetables, animals 
and minerals of Great Britain. Of the 223 pages of which the 
book consists, 165 are devoted to botany, 42 to zoology and 

* The Lord Mayor, speaking at the Mansion House—on January 
13th, 1941—of the recent air-raids on London, referred to the Great 
Fire and said that " nothing like that faced them today " (The Times : 
January 14th, 1941) : in these air-raids no less than thirty-seven 
publishers' premises were damaged or destroyed (The Daily Mail: 
January 8th, 1941). 
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the remainder to minerals. In making his catalogue Merrett 
was content—at any rate as regards the birds—to do little 
more than to enumerate those which he considered he had 
identified from the descriptions of Ulysses Aldrovandus 
(1522-1607) and of Johannes Johnstonus (1603-1675). The 
English names are added in many cases, but the few short 
notes are rarely original and Merrett does not seem, up to 
this time, to have devoted much personal attention to the 
observation or study of birds. His Pinax is, however, of 
ornithological importance since it comprises (pp. 170/184) the 
earliest list of British birds ; about one hundred and seventy 
being named. 

PINAX RERUM NATURALIUM BRITANNICARUM : 1666. 

" This" (so said Messrs. Quaritch from whom I bought this 
book, for £6 on October 31st, 1940) " is a particularly nice 
copy and the book itself is very rare in any condition ; 
moreover this copy is one of the very few that was rescued 
from the Great Fire of London ; most copies are dated 1667 : 
so far as our records show this is the only copy which has 
passed through our hands." In reply to my further enquiry 
Messrs. Quaritch wrote :—" We very much regret that we 
cannot tell you the previous owner of your copy of Merrett's 
Pinax: 1666. We purchased this from the library of ' A 
Learned Society' and the stipulation was that we were not 
to divulge their name, and all bookplates and library marks 
had to be removed before they were offered to the public. 
It may interest you, however, to know that this copy may 
have been purchased when published, by the ' Society.' " 

Additional interest attaches to this copy (which is exception
ally tall: 6^-x4-in.) since the contemporary calf binding 
bears on the spine, the Crest; and on both sides of the binding, 
the Arms; of Sir Edward Bysshe* who—on p., [4]—is men
tioned as " Edoardus Bish, Clarencieux," a benefactor of 

* SIR EDWARD BYSSHE (1615 ?—1679) herald ; has been described 
as " a great encourager of learning and learned men." He was more 
erudite and more perspicuous than his predecessors and was the first 
to treat the subject as an antiquary and historian. He entered Trinity 
College, Oxford, 1633 ; became barrister of Lincoln's Inn ; M.P. for 
Bletchingly, 1640 ; and was appointed Garter King-of-Arms by Parlia
ment, 1646-60. He was M.P. for Reigate, 1654, and for Gatton, Surrey, 
1659; was appointed Clarenceux King-of-Arms 1661; Knighted 1661, 
and was M.P. for Bletchingly 1661. He edited several heraldic treatises 
and (1665) Palladius " de Gentibus India et Bragmanibus." The 
records of the College of Arms give a Pedigree, in the Herald's 
Visitations, and the following Arms and Crest of Sir Edward 
Bysshe of Smalfield, Knight, Clarenceux King-of-Arms, 1662 :— 

Arms : " Or a chevron between three roses Gules." 
Crest. " A hind tr ippant (Argent)." 
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the Musaum Harveani (the Royal College of Physicians) of 
which Merrett was the first librarian. 

It is to be observed that Merrett dates the " Epistola 
Dedicatoria " of his Pinax " Aug. 1666"" and that the Great 
Fire of London—in which it is believed that this, the first, 
edition was almost entirely destroyed—raged early in Sept
ember of that year. This may be the reason for its scarcity ; 
I have only seen two other copies; the one in the British 
Museum Library which is interleaved and is catalogued as 
"annotated by the Author" ; the other in the Natural 
History Museum Library at South Kensington. There are, 
so I understand, copies in the libraries of the Philadelphia 
Academy, U.S.A., the McGill University, at Montreal, the 
Royal Society, London, and another (lacking pp.3/4) in the 
Bodleian, Oxford. It is, moreover, remarkable that, during 
the last twenty years, I have never noticed a copy for sale 
either at auction or in booksellers' catalogues. 

It does not seem to have been recorded that in this edition 
pages 97/98 and 178/179 are wrongly numbered 87/88 and 
162/163 and that the two last pages (numbered 220/221) 
should be 222/223 : thus bringing them into conformity with 
the two later publications. 

The second issue, or edition, is dated MDCLXVII ; the 
type appears to have been reset throughout, the pagination 
runs in proper sequence but, though the title and collation 
are different, it does not differ materially from the edition of 
1666. I have, however, discovered some discrepancies between 
these two editions and these I have appended to these notes. 

The third issue, or edition, is styled Editio Secunda on its 
title page which is dated 1667. It is, at best, simply a reprint 
of that entitled MDCLXVII but with a different title page 
and it is very remarkable that in three copies which I have 
handled the MDCLXVII title page has been cut out and the 
new 1667 title page pasted on to the stub of the original. 

His Arms—stamped on the binding of the book—are within a Collar 0/ 
S.S. to denote his office of Herald, and his Crest is stamped on the six 
panels of the spine. I t is to be noted, however, that , in the second 
panel, there has been super-imposed (at a later date) a green leather 
label which is lettered—in gold—Merrett/Pinax/Rerum/Natural. 
The meaning of the heraldic term bysse being in dispute (wolf, 
serpent and doe or biche having been suggested) it is surely interesting 
—if not significant—to find tha t a " hind [doe or biche] tr ippant " 
should be the crest of one bearing the surname Bysshe. 

Six lines of poetry written, in pencil, on a leaf at the end of the book 
are of no importance since they have been added, by some subsequent 
and unknown owner, much later than 1666. Although very faded, 
infra-red photography has revealed tha t they are the concluding 
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I am told that other copies (which have been examined on 
my behalf) show no sign of this extraordinary method of 
substitution but it may be that in these the new title page 
has been inserted less obviously. In any case the text of 
the MDCLXVII and 1667 issues is identical. 

It is difficult to speculate why a fresh title page should 
have been substituted unless, perhaps, it was to advertise 
the fact that the book could be purchased of " Sam. Thomson 
in vico vulgo dido Ducklane: or it may be but an example of 
" that contemptible form of lying under which publishers 
have endeavoured to persuade the public of the rapidity of 
their sales." It is as difficult to think of a reason why the 
original edition of 1666 should have been ignored. The 
greater part of the library belonging to the Royal College of 
Physicians and Merrett's private house [besides, possibly, 
the premises of the printers of his book] perished in the Great 
Fire of London. Is it therefore presumable that, in this 
holocaust, the original edition of 1666 was so extensively 
destroyed as to warrant its being disregarded altogether and 
that it was therefore ignored when publishing the MDCLXVII 
edition ? The extreme rarity of copies bearing date 1666 is 
the only available evidence in support of this presumption but 
could it be proved to be fact it would follow that the 1667 edit
ion, or issue, would have a claim to be entitled editio secunda. 

The three issues—or editions as I prefer to style them— 
collate as follows and they can be readily distinguished by the 
difference in their respective title pages : it may be noted, in 
particular, that the dates of the original edition and of the 
" editio secunda" are in Arabic numerals. 

1666 : 1 Vol. (6^x4-in.) pp. 30 un. (including title page) 
+ [2] + 221 [sic] + [1] List of Authorities. 

. . . . Londini Impensis Cave Pulleyn ad Insigne Rosaejin 
Ccemeterio Divi Pauli. Typis F.&/T. Warren, 
Anno 1666. 

sentence of Berkley's Siris, Imitated by Sir William Jones (i 746/1794). 
They are to be found in The Poetical Works of Sir William Jones : 1810 : 
Vol. 1 : p.290 ; where they read as follows :— 

" Before thy mystic altar, heav'nly Truth 
I kneel in manhood, as I knelt in youth ; 
Thus let me kneel, till this dull form decay. 
And life's last shade be brightened by thy ray : 
Then shall my soul, now lost in clouds below, 
Soar without bound, without consuming glow." 

These lines were written by Sir William Jones in Berkley's Siris; 
they are, in fact, a beautiful version of the last sentence of the Siris, 
amplified and adapted to himself. He tha t would make a real progress 
in knowledge, must dedicate his age as well as youth, the latter growth 
as well as the first fruits, a t the " altar of Truth ." 
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MDCLXVII : i Vol. (6Jx3|-in.) pp. 32 un. (including title 
page) + 223 + [1] List of Authorities. 

. . . . Londini.jTypis T. Roy croft, Impensis Cave Pulleyn.j 
MDCLXVII. 

1667: 1 Vol. (6Jx3f) pp. 32 un. (including title page) 
+ 223 + [1] List of Authorities. 

. . . . Editio Secunda.j. . . . LondiniJTypis T. Roycroft, 
Impensis Cave Pulleyn, Prostat apudjSam. Thomson 
in vico vulgo dido Ducklane. 1667. 

Although there is no evidence that Merrett published any 
edition of his Pinax later than 1667, he appears to have con
templated doing so. In a letter to him—of date July 13th 
1668—Sir Thomas Browne (1602-1682) writes " I should be 
very glad to serve you by any observations of mine against 
yr. second edition of your Pinax which I cannot sufficiently 
commende. I have observed and taken notice of many 
animals in these parts whereof 3 years agoe a learned gentle
man of this country desired me to give him some account, 
which while I was doing ye gentleman my good friend died."* 
This letter is not only of interest since it refers to a possible 
" second edition" of the Pinax but also because it disposes of 
the suggestion that Sir Thomas Browne's notes were originally 
prepared for Merrett's use. In another letter—of date Decem
ber 29th, [1668]—Sir Thomas writes :—" I perceiue that 
you haue proceeded farre in your Pinax "f and his corres
pondence with Merrett certainly continued till May 1669$ It 
is possible that in the copy of the 1666 edition of Merrett's 
Pinax in the British Museum Library (which is interleaved 
and catalogued as " annotated by the author") there may be 
manuscript corrections, or additions, which would provide 
evidence of Merrett's intention to publish another edition. 
Under existing conditions it has been impossible to examine 
this copy and it can be definitely stated that no later edition 
of his Pinax than that of 1667 is known. Elliot Coues§— 
quoting Engelmann—ascribes another edition to 1704 but 
this would appear very doubtful and I have never seen, or 
otherwise heard of, an edition of this date. 

An excellent appreciation of Merrett's work was given by 
W. H. Mullens in this magazine (antea, vol. ii, pp, 109/118, 

* Notes and Letters on the Natural History of Norfolk . . . . From the 
MSS. of Sir Thomas Browne . . . . With notes by Thomas Southwell : 
1902 : p . 57. 

t Tom. cit. p . 69. 
% Tom. cit. p . 89. 
§ Fourth Instalment of Ornithological Bibliography . . . . British 

Birds : Washington : 1880 : pp. 361, 363. 
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and 151/164) but I have discovered several discrepancies— 
and there may well be more—between the 1666 edition and 
that of MDCLXVII. Although Mullens (in the article above 
referred to) gives a reproduction of the title page of the 1666 
edition it is evident that he has quoted from the text of a 
later edition. 

The following are the discrepancies which I have discovered 
when comparing my copy of the 1666 edition with that of 
MDCLXVII. My comparisons have been confined to pp. 
170/184 (the portion referring to birds) and it is to be observed 
that my copy of the MDCLXVII edition is more distinctly 
printed than my copy dated 1666. 
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1666 EDITION. 
170, 1. 13 : 

H : 

15 : 
17/18 
22 : 

171. 1- 3 : 
13 : 

172, 1. 2 : 
9 : 

14 : 
25/6 

173.1- 3° : 
174. !• 19 : 
175. 1- 14 : 

176, 1. 11 : 
25 : 
2 9 : 
31 : 

177, 1. 10 : 
12 : 

3°: 
162, 

1. 2 8 : 
3i : 

163 
180, 1. 21 : 

29/30 
181, 1. 7 : 

9 : 
21 : 
30 : 
32 : 

182. 1. 29 : 
183,1. 3 : 

7 : 
12 : 
30 : 

184,1. 3 : 

Forrest. 
Forrest. 
Gos-hawk. 

. sparrow-Hawk. 
Kestrel. 
Screek. 
P rcnos. 
I. 38. t ab . 15. 
Magpye. 
G. 694. 
Aid. 2 9. 
new Forrest. 
Cropper. 
stock Dove, or 

Wood Pidgeon. 
Rara. 
Throssel. 
wind Thrush. 
wind Thrush 
Clot-bird. 
lapidde. 
G.32. 

should be 
Red-breast. 
Red tail 

should be 
Mr. Willughby. 

: Mr. Willughby. 
Pelican 
Shouelard 
linn. 
Mire Drumbel. 
G. 190. 
whistling Plover. 
Mr. Willughby. 
Willughby. 
Willughby. 
Nun est Avis. 
Cricka eel, est 
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MDCLXVII EDITION. 
I70, 1. 12/ 

13 
15 
17/ 
2 2 

171,!- 3 ' 
J 3 

172,1. 2 
9 

14 
25 

173. 1- 30 
174. 1- !9 
175. 1. H / 

176, 1. 11 
2 5 
2 9 
3 i 

177, 1. 8 
1 0 

28 
178. 

1. 28 
3 1 
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180, 1. 21 

29/ 
181,1. 7 

9 
2 2 

3° 
32 

182, 1. 29 
183,1. 3 

7 
12 

30 
184,1. 3 

13: Forest. 
Forest. 
Goshawk. 

18: Sparrow-Hawk 
Keshrel. 
Skreek. 
Peronos. 
I . 38. t ab . 16. 
Magpie 
G. 604. 
Aid. 219. 
New Forest. 
Cropper. 

15: Stock-Dove or 
Wood-Pidgeon 

rara. 
Thrussel. 
Wind Thrush. 
Wind Thrush. 
Clot bird. 
lapide. 
G. 326. 

Red breast. 
Redtail. 

Mr. Willoughby. 
30: Mr. Willoughby. 

Pelicane. 
Shovelard. 
lin. 
Mire Drumble. 
G. 100. 
Whistling Plover. 
Mr. Willoughby. 
Willoughby. 
Willoughby. 
Non est avis. 
Crickaleel, est 

priori 
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Many of these discrepancies are trivial but I think the 
following comments on them are justifiable. It is only to be 
expected that in a later edition errors in an earlier should be 
corrected and it is therefore not surprising to find (p.172,1.2) 
the correction tab. 16 for tab. 15 : lapidde corrected to lapide 
(p.177,1.10) : and the pages wrongly numbered 162, 163, 220 
and 221 correctly numbered 178, 179, 222 and 223. I have not 
yet been able to ascertain whether G.694, or G.604 (p.172,1.14) 
and G.190, or G.ioo (p.181,1.32) are correct. It is certainly 
curious to find an undoubted error in the later edition (p.183, 
I.30) where the words " Non est avis " make nonsense since 
the word " Nun " (a recognised name for the Smew) has been 
printed " Non " and it is unfortunate that Kestrel (p.170,1.22) 
should have been reproduced as Keshrel. The word which in 
1666 appears as P rcnos (p. 171, I.13) and in MDCLXVII is 
altered to Peronos should surely have been percnos. I regret 
that Screek (p.171, I.3) should have become Skreek: Magpye 
(p.172, l.g) rendered Magpie: and Throssel (p.176, I.25) 
termed Thrussel. Certainly it seems a pity that Pelican 
(p.181, I.7) should be Pelicane and Mire Drumbel (p.181,1.30) 
changed to Mire Drumble. The seventh letter is missing in 
the word which has been spelt Crickaleel (p. 184,1.3) and here 
I should have expected Crickateel. The mis-spelling of Francis 
Willughby's name (p.180,1.21, 29/30 : and p.183, I.3, 7, 12) as 
Willoughby would appear careless but has the merit of con
sistency as it is printed thus throughout in the MDCLXVII 
edition : but in that of 1666 (p.171, I.5 and p.172, I.19) it is 
wrongly spelt. 

Possibly more glamour attaches to William Turner's Avium 
Praecipvarum : 1544 :—since he is regarded as " the father of 
British Ornithology "—but I have come to the conclusion that 
the 1666 edition of Christopher Merrett's Pinax Rerum 
Naturalium Britannicarum—which contains the first list of 
British birds is certainly the rarer of the two books. 
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