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College students around the world left campus this month, unsure when they would return and
what daily life would look like until then. Forced to leave their friends and classmates behind
and return to their childhood bedrooms, young people, who on average are less impacted by
COVID-19’s dire health effects, may understandably feel angry and resentful. Free and
independent, with their futures full of possibility, these students are now home and isolated. It
can seem wholly unfair and depressing. But the story of another college student in a similar
predicament might provide some hope and inspiration.

Isaac Newton’s Quarantine Experience

In 1665, “social distancing” orders emptied campuses throughout England, as the bubonic plague
raged, killing 100,000 people (roughly one-quarter of London’s population), in just 18 months. A
24-year-old student from Trinity College, Cambridge was among those forced to leave campus
and return indefinitely to his childhood home.

His name was Isaac Newton and his time at home during the epidemic would be called his “year
of wonders.”

Away from university life, and unbounded by curriculum constraints and professor’s whims,
Newton dove into discovery. According to The Washington Post: “Without his professors to
guide him, Newton apparently thrived.” At home, he built bookshelves and created a small office
for himself, filling a blank notebook with his ideas and calculations. Absent the distractions of
typical daily life, Newton’s creativity flourished. During this time away he discovered
differential and integral calculus, formulated a theory of universal gravitation, and explored
optics, experimenting with prisms and investigating light.

Newton biographer James Gleick writes: “The plague year was his transfiguration. Solitary and
almost incommunicado, he became the world’s paramount mathematician.” (p. 34). Newton
himself would say about this forced time away from university life: ‘For in those days I was in
the prime of my age for invention & minded Mathematics & Philosophy more than at any time
since.’”

The Great Plague eventually ended and Newton returned to Trinity College to complete his
studies, becoming a fellow and ultimately a professor. The discoveries he made during his time


https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/woolsthorpe-manor/features/year-of-wonders
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/woolsthorpe-manor/features/year-of-wonders
https://www.washingtonpost.com/history/2020/03/12/during-pandemic-isaac-newton-had-work-home-too-he-used-time-wisely/
https://www.amazon.com/Isaac-Newton-James-Gleick/dp/1400032954
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/woolsthorpe-manor/features/year-of-wonders

away from campus, though, would form the foundation of his historic career for years to come
and become some of the greatest scientific breakthroughs.

This is a trying time for all of us, as our lives are upended and our routines are disrupted due to
the pandemic. There is much to despair about. But this could also be a time for reflection and
discovery. The sudden change to the rhythm of our days, and the associated isolation, could
unleash our imaginations and inventiveness in ways that might have been impossible under
ordinary circumstances.

Rather than being a nadir, this “social distancing” experience could be the peak of your creativity
and production. This could be the time when you formulate your greatest ideas and do your best
work. This could be your year of wonders
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