
Taking a Look with Robert Hooke 
Before he became a scientist, Robert Hooke wanted to be a painter. He drew
some very accurate, detailed drawings of the objects he observed under his
microscope over 300 years ago.

Robert Hooke and Anton Leeuwenhoek lived at about the same time, in the middle
of the 1600s. While Leeuwenhoek was busy building microscopes and looking at a
great variety of microbes in his little shop in the Netherlands, Hooke was busy
doing somewhat the same thing in England.

One of the differences between Leeuwenhoek and Hooke is that Hooke drew what
he saw through his microscopes. When he was young, Hooke thought he wanted
to paint portraits. But then he went off to school and college, and he became
more interested in science. Hooke liked conducting experiments to find out more
about the world around us.

While he was experimenting, Hooke learned a lot about what we call physics. And
he invented some tools, such as the barometer, that help us determine what is
happening in the physical world. (A barometer detects changes in pressure in the
atmosphere, and these changes often indicate whether a storm is coming.) He
also was interested in improving microscopes. His original microscope didn’t
have a lot of magnifying power. Hooke saw that the reason was because the
lenses weren’t curved enough, so he made his own microscope with a more
rounded lens.

But with microscopes Hooke really was more interested in what they could help
him see. Using both simple (one lens) and compound (more than one lens)
microscopes, he observed and carefully drew pictures of insects and their parts,
the point of a needle, the edge of a razor, what he called insects in rainwater
(they probably were microbes), snow crystals, and pieces of cork.

All of Hooke’s drawings of what he saw under his microscopes are in a book
entitled Micrographia, or Some Physiological Descriptions of Minute Bodies
Made by Magnifying Glasses with Observations and Inquiries Thereupon. It
was published in 1665. A copy of it can be found in the Special Collections
Branch of the Smithsonian Institution Libraries. If you want to see a copy of this
incredible picture book, you probably can! Just ask your librarian about helping
you find the paperback edition.
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Figure 10-2 

One of Hooke’s
microscopes
(actual size
was about 
9 inches tall)


