27 octobre 1949

Mr.Baxter D.Wilson
5%24 Park street, Charlottesville Va. U.S.

Dear Sir,

I have read with mwuch interest your paper about the astrolabe in
Popular Astronomy, April 49. As I have wade a special study of this
- instrument, I can congratulate you on the very good contribution
whichk you brought to the history of the astrolabe. I take this occa-
sion to send you a fTew complementary remarks, upon which I should be
glad to have your opinion.

1) page 162: The "Anticythera astrolabe" is probably not an astro?
be as we understand that word. It seems to be a fragment of an instru
ment showing the motion of the sun and the woon { cf.Zinner: die Cop-
pernicanische Lehre, p.48). A similer fragment was found in Salzburg
(Ungerer: Les horloges astronomigues etc.). I have besides seen a
plate found, a few years ago, in Lake Strymon (Greece), which might
belong to a sirilar instrument. All this does not mean that this in-
strument was a planispheric astroclabe. Any plane projection of the
heaven with a moving part may be considered as an ancestor of the
astrolabe, and such raps can have existed at the time of lipparchus;
but lenses existed before the telescope, and magnets before the
compass. I think that the fawous letter of Synmesius refers to such a
map .

2) page 102: The oldest extant english insirucent is au astrolabe
of the Liége (Belgium) nuseur, which I have described in Ciel & Terre
Mars 1948, ».73, and in my Traité de 1'Astrolabe, P1.1II. It must
have been made between 1150 and 1200. The ncxt cne is the (rearly
identigal) astrolabe of South-Kensington, described by Cunther under
Ne 29%, Gunther has wrongly dated this instrument of the XIVth cent;
it was pade about 1225.

“ :3) page 162: Planispheric astrolabes rave been iwmagined in Alexan-
dria about AD 500 (Traité de 1'Astrolabe p.T). They cannot have been
bxought across lorth Africa by the Acabs in AD 650, as at that time -
the Arabs had not the least idea of science and were just conguering
Egypt. The transmission of alexandrine scicnce is the work of the
syrian monks, and the Arabs did not show any mathematical capacities
before the 24 half of the IXth cent. As to the developrent of the
so-called erabic science in Spain, it took place during the XIth ceni
and was contemporaneous with the beginrings of latin science in the
convents of Catalogne. I think that the oriental (syrian) knowledge
guzﬁ have been brought simultaneously to Spain and to Catalogne by

ews.

~4) page 1€3: Adelard of Bath's treatise is clearly inspired bm the
"de Mensura Astrolabii® of Hermann de Reichenau. It shows the same
clumsiness in geometry. As to Hermann, it is doubtful wether his worl
whasS an original; more probably it is an interpretation of a previous
treatise, perhaps the Sententiae Astrolabii (by Gerbert ?). Adelard
was thus not "the first to assimilate arabic science etec.."






1729 Jefferson Park Avenue,
Charlottesville,

Virginia, U.S.Ae

20 June 1950,

M. Henri Michel,

54, Rue de Ten Bosch,
Brussels,

Belgium.

Dear Sir,

I hope that you will forgive a delay that has stretched
into months since I received your kind letter., There was
some delay in securing a copy of the paper you desired., I
am mailing the print today under separate cover. Too, I am
sorry that it could not be in a more convenient form; but,
a copy of the issue was the only thing available to me.
Allow me to take this opportunity to thank you for the
reprint from Ciel et Terre; I enjoyed it very much. I
have recently secured a copy of your Traite de L'Astrolabe;
it is a handsome volume and an indispensible tool for the
student of the tools of early astronomy.

As you noted, there is an error on pp. 1867-8 of my
paper as it appears in Popular Astronomy. There is an
omission, one which came about In the page make-up at the
printer's after the galleys had been proofed., I have in=-
serted the correct readings in the copy which I am sending
to you,

With regard to your inquiry concerning S. W. Harvey's
article: MNr. Harvey's article appeared, as noted, in the
Journal of English and Germanic Philology, published by
the University of Illinols at Urbana, I%%inois. It is a
short paper and was intended to serve as a preliminary sketch
of the work he had begun on an analysis of Chaucer's Astro-
labe. His objective, as he described it, was to determine
whether Chaucer's treatisewas a synthesis of a number of
works on the astrolabe, or whether it was, as many editors
believe, merely a re-working of a Latin translation of a
treatise by Messahalla, Whether lr, Harvey completed the
proposed work, I cannot say. To the best of knowledge, he
has not,

However, it must be noted that Mr. Harvey's interest
was primarily literary., He was more concerned, it seemed,
with Chaucer's literary methods than with the subject
matter of the Astrolabe. Mr. Harvey does not indicate the
edition or editions of the Latin versions of Messahalla's
treatise used in his studies, One text which I am sure
would have been readily available is found in Walter W,
Skeat's edition of Chaucer's Astrolabe: A Treatise on the
Astrolabe...by Geoffrey Chaucer. London: Trlbner (1872),




for The Early Engllish Text Soclety (Extra Series No. XVI).
In this edition, Skeat included an excerpt of a Latin
treatise attributed to Messahalla as proof of his contention
that Chaucer relied heavily on Messahalla in writing his
treatise, Skeat included the "Operatio" section (ppe. 88~
105, ope cite)e The manuscript Skeat prints from is

"MS. Camb, Univ, Lib, Ii. 3edy Poe 4 PR TOO, i 7 might be
mentioned that Skeat's edition of the Astrolsbe is highly
suspect insofar as the text of Chaucer's treatise 1s con=-
cerned; his edltion is not the critical edition it should
be.

There are a couple of books which have appeared re=
cently that might be of some interest to you. Lynn Thorndike's
The 'Sphere! of Sacrobosco and Its Commentators, University
of Chicago Press (1949), also avallable at the Cambridge
University Press, London, N. W. 1, England; and I. Bernard
Cohen's Some Early Tools of American Science, Harvard Univer=-
sity Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts (1950). The latter
volume is quite limited in scope, but it is interesting as
a new approach to the study of the history of the sciences
in America. It pointedly throws light on eighteenth and
nineteenth century thought in America, and on a phase still
neglected by most historians of early America.

lMay I thank you again for your kind interest in my
rather meager paper? Your letter is a spur to continued
effort. I regret that I am unable to return your courtesy
by replying in French; like too many Americans, I read
French, but hesitate to attempt writing in French. And
again, please forgive the delay in getting the paper off
to you.

Very truly vyours,

‘%3ﬂdfiuléf,7¢?2‘ox/

Baxter D, Wilson



