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The dutch draper, Antony van Leeuwenhoek, is
known as the inventor of the microscope, as a dilet-
tante hobbyist, a casual observer of microscopical
structures and a man fortunate enough to chance
upon microbes at a time when they were a new topic
of interest for natural philosophers in general; as a
self-taught amateur.

Almost all of this is wrong. Lecuwenhoek did not
invent the microscope, for it had been in existence for
many decades before his work began. He was no
dilettante, for his work shows a pioneering ability to
construct controlled experiments and to invent new
experimental procedures as the occasion demanded.
His work on microbial life was epoch-making, and
was virtually without precedent. And finally, Leeu-
wenhoek was not exactly self-taught. His interest was
clearly stimulated by Robert Hooke’s book Micro-
graphia, and it was from Hooke’s example that he
clearly derived his stimulus for research.

During the early years of his career as a microsco-
pist, he sent to the Royal Society in London a series of
packets of specimens and in 1981 I discovered that
they were still in existence. The packets were nine in
number, coincidentally the same as the total of micro-
scopes believed to have survived from Leeuwenhoek’s
activities. This was an unexpected finding, since—
although the literature had referred to the specimens
in the past—more recent texts (including Bracegir-
dle’s History of microtechnique) had unequivocally
stated that ‘no specimens have survived from the
seventeenth century’. Equally revelatory was the find-
ing that they were well preserved, and of high techni-
cal quality. Bracegirdle had concluded (admittedly
with no evidence on which to base the conclusion)
that the specimens would have been of poor quality,
and short-lasting in nature.

Yet the specimens themselves reveal how skilled
Leeuwenhoek truly was. They included serjal sec-
tions, cut from a cotton seed, showing the embryonic
structures, and fine sections of elder pith and cork.

Abstract

Many myths survive about the work of Antony van
Leeuwenhoek. The author’s discovery and study of
letters and specimens at the Royal Society of London
reveal just how remarkable a microscopist and scientist
he was.

Journal of Biological Education (1989) 23 (4)

Both of these have been examined in modern optical
microscopes and by scanning electron microscopy,
and have been shown to be cut with finesse and to be
comparable with modern-day specimens. Leeuwen-
hoek, of course, was laying the groundwork on which
biology has since been built. Yet here we have fine
sections with a standard of excellence that might be
expected of the twentieth century. It is unusual for
pioneering experimentation to be comparable with
the refined techniques available to a later generation.

Antony van Leeuwenhoek was born in the Nether-
lands on 24 October 1632. He was christened Thonis,
and inserted the ‘van’ into his name later in life. The
forename is stressed on the second syllable, and not
the first as it is in English, thus: An-zon’-y. The family
name is pronounced as ‘Lay’wen-hook’ and not as
‘Lyoo-’ or any of the other Dutch-sounding alterna-
tives that have been invented over the years. His
father was a basket-maker and the young Antony was

Figure 1 Antony van Leeuwenhoek. This engraving is
based on a portrait in oils by Johannes Verkolje, which
now hangs in the museum at Leiden.
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