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When Boyle met Pepys 

Teachers Notes 
 
Robert Boyle and Samuel Pepys were historical contemporaries. Both were Fellows of the Royal 
Society (http://www.royalsoc.ac.uk/) which was founded on 28 November 1660 to meet weekly to 
witness experiments and discuss what we would now call scientific topics. Although both were 
members, and would have met to discuss to discuss the philosophical issues of the day, they could 
not have had more diverse personalities, Boyle being a deeply religious and pious man, whereas 
Pepys was a convivial filanderer who was serially unfaithful to his wife. Hence, we have the perfect 
scenario for an informative meeting of minds when the two Fellows meet to discuss Boyleôs latest 
research into gases. 

Aim 

The aim of this package of learning material is to teach Boyleôs Law to science students, partly 
through the medium of narrative learning. The students will produce the narrative themselves, 
which will demonstrate their understanding of the science and create a powerful association by 
putting it in an historical context with interaction between two real historical characters. Students 
will learn about science, history, and the fundamentals of playwriting. 

Contents 

The package includes the following material: 
 

¶ Teacherôs Powerpoint presentation 

¶ Teachersô notes 

¶ Original publication of Robert Boyle 

¶ Worksheets on the workings of Boyles Law using data taken from the original publication 

¶ Biographical details of Robert Boyle 

¶ Biographical details of Samuel Pepys 

¶ Historical information about Restoration England 

¶ Worksheets on scripting a Restoration Comedy play 

Process 

The following are suggestions for using the material in a series of workshops. The timings are 
guides based on experience but this will depend on the number of students and groups. Some of 
the writing exercises can be completed as homework. 

http://www.royalsoc.ac.uk/
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Workshop 1 

Powerpoint 
slides 

Worksheet Activity Time 

1-2  Introduction and explanation of learning objectives 5 

3  Question students about Robert Boyle and Samuel Pepys 
Have they heard of Robert Boyle or Samuel Pepys and their 
importance to the development of science and social history 
respectively? Ask whether anyone knows about the 
Restoration period in English History. 

 
 

15 

4-7 Boyleôs Law 
ï Original 
Publication  
 

Ask the students whether they know anything about the gas 
laws and Boyleôs Law in particular. 
Students read the original publication by Boyle and write 
down their answers to the questions. 
 
Discuss answers to questions with students using the 
teaching notes in the powerpoint slides 

 
20 
 
 
 

20 

Workshop 2 

8-12 Boyleôs Law 
- 
Explanation 

Hand out the explanation of Boyleôs Law and use the 
powerpoint slides to explain it. 

 
20 

13-14 Prove 
Boyleôs Law 
t 

Students undertake the worksheet exercise and do the 
following: 

¶ examine Boyleôs data and discuss how he calculated it. 

¶ perform calculations to see if their figures match the data 

¶ prove Boyleôs Law by plotting his data. 
 
Discuss the plotted graph referring to the solution given in 
the powepoint slide 

 
 
 

30 
 
 
 

10 

Workshop 3 

15-16 Pepysô 
Diary 
Extract 

Students read diary extract and write down answers to 
questions posed at the end. 
Discuss answers to the questions 

 
20 

 Biography 
Timeline 

Students read biographies of Boyle and Pepys and the 
timeline. 
Discuss the link between the two men; compare their 
respective writings; contrast their characters. 
Discuss the historical context. 

 
15 

17-18 What is a 
Play? 

Students read this handout and discuss the elements of a 
play with the tutor. 

20 

Workshop 4 

 Restoration 
Comedy 

Students read the handout. 
Discuss the elements of restoration comedy 

15 

19 
 
 
 
 
 

20 

Playshheet 
1 
Playsheet 2 

Students perform Playsheet 1 
 
Students perform Playsheet 2 while following the stage 
directions. Some teacher intervention may be necessary to 
demonstrate good acting style! 
 
Show YouTube clip starting from 2 min 55 s 
 
Discuss the importance of the Nebentext to the meaning of 
the play 

15 
 

15 
 
 
 
 
 

15 
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Workshop 5 

Powerpoint 
slides 

Worksheet Activity Time 

21 
 
 
 
 
 
 

22-23 
 
 
 
 

24 
 

Writing 
Workshop 

Split students into groups of 4 to complete the following 
exercises 
 
Non-stop writing (individual exercise) 
 
Improvisation (group exercise) 
 
Starting point for two characters (invdividual exercise): 
reiterate the essential elements of a play. Start, End and 
something must happen to the emotional state of one or 
more characters to make it interesting 
 
Boyle and Pepys: Split students into groups of 3 or 4 and 
tell them to choose one of their written pieces for 
development. Student groups write scene where Boyle 
meets Pepys and attempts to explain his hypothesis. 
Students can make this as humorous as they like, using 
appropriate props from the earlier writing exercises. This 
can be done as homework. 

 

 
 
 

10 
 

20 
 

20 
 
 
 
 

(10H) 
 

Workshop 6 

 
25 
 

  
Boyle and Pepys: Performance of the plays 

 
5 ea 
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Boyleôs Law ï Original Publication 

 
Read the following extract, starting at, CHAP. V., from A Defence of the Doctrine Touching the 
Spring and Weight of Air (1682 edition but originally published in 1662) by Robert Boyle. 
 
Consider the following questions: 
 

&  What do you think of the style of writing, is it easy to read or not? 

 

&  Compared to a modern laboratory report what similarities and differences stand out? 

 

&  Look at the data given in the table, do you notice anything odd about it? 

 

&  Interpret the data in the table and explain what it means. 

 

&  Can you state what is Boyleôs Hypothesis? 

 

&  How does Boyle prove his Hypothesis? 

 

&  How would you prove Boyleôs Hypothesis? 
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