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ABSTRACTS 

 
Day 1: Reading and collecting; readers and libraries 
Richard Oosterhoff, Cambridge: ‘With diligent studie, but sportingly’: Harvey’s reading of 
Sacrobosco’s Sphere. 
 In 1580, the lawyer-turned-reader-for-hire Gabriel Harvey turned his attention to mathematics. 
On the advice of a courtier he hoped to impress, Sir Philip Sidney, Harvey began his studies with the 
basic textbook of astronomy, the Sphere of Sacrobosco, leaving it littered with marginalia. Nick Popper 
has written about some of Harvey’s astrological annotations, but nobody has looked at these marginalia in 
Harvey’s copy of the mathematical textbook most read between the thirteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
Harvey’s place in the literature on the history of reading makes them irresistible, certainly, but they also 
have intrinsic interest as a window onto the links between medieval and renaissance mathematical culture. 
His annotations mark the sources of the growing prestige of mathematics in the world of courtly erudition 
and ambitious civility. In this article I will discuss how Harvey rooted a new, English, practical 
mathematics in an older, Parisian, university set text. Codicological evidence from Harvey’s Sacrobosco 
also suggests the wider reading behind the mathematical interests in the pre-Baconian circles of London 
which Harvey hoped to frequent. 
 
Lisa Hillier: ‘Reading Continually the Great and Ancient Authors’: The Mathematical Library of 
Carlo Carracci. 
 Evidence for mathematical libraries in the early modern world, particularly for readers from the 
lower social classes, is somewhat scant. I shall address this issue through an investigation of the little-
known Carlo Carracci (d. 1600), a tailor-cum-mathematician from Bologna. I shall present the previously 
unstudied inventory of his substantial library, housed in his tailor’s workshop, which numbered more than 
280 volumes. Many of these were either mathematical works or addressed the arguably allied subjects of 
architecture and music. I shall analyse the inventory in conjunction with further sources, including 
Carracci’s published treatise on flood control, in order to reveal how he gained and applied his 
mathematical knowledge and the motivation for his education.  
 Although artisans played a significant role in mathematical culture, Carracci’s main profession of 
tailor left him open to ridicule. It was alleged, probably unfairly, that he knew no Latin and was therefore 
reliant on vernacular translations of Euclid. I shall argue that through his reading and ownership of 
mathematical texts, Carracci was, in fact, able to participate in erudite circles alongside his clients. I shall 
discuss his workshop as a locus of learning and exchange and, given that he was the uncle to the Carracci 
trio of painters – Ludovico and his cousins Agostino and Annibale – I shall also touch on possible 
implications for the curriculum of the Carracci Academy. Finally, I shall consider whether Carracci was 
exceptional or whether our understanding of contemporary mathematical practice needs to encompass a 
still wider range of participants and locations.  
  
Andrew Campbell, UCL: Substituting Expedience for Knowledge: A Carmelite Reader of 
Algebra Texts in Early Modern Italy. 
 The Carmelite friar and theologian Paolo Antonio Foscarini (c. 1562-1616) is best known to 
historians of science for his role in the so-called ‘Galileo Affair’. In his Letter Concerning the Opinion of 
the Pythagoreans and Copernicus, published in spring 1615, Foscarini attempted to reconcile the 
Copernican hypothesis with the Scriptures. The Catholic Church did not approve of Foscarini’s efforts, 
and so the Letter was placed on the Index of Prohibited Books on 5 March 1616. 
 When the Letter was published, correspondents of Galileo criticized Foscarini’s lack of detailed 



astronomical knowledge. This paper will explore the Carmelite’s knowledge of another complex area of 
mathematics, algebra, through an examination of a booklet of 344 theses that he prepared for a 
disputation in 1592. Foscarini took his eleven theses on logistica and quadratura from a single source, 
Jean Borrel’s Logistica (first published in 1559), and his manipulation of Borrel’s text reveals Foscarini’s 
concerns when laying the printed groundwork for an oral debate. The theses will be compared with the 
section on algebra of Foscarini’s 1613 blueprint for an encyclopedia of all knowledge, the Syntaxis of the 
Institution of all Learning (Institutionum omnis generis doctrinarum tomis VII comprehensarum 
Syntaxis), to establish whether his knowledge of the subject had changed in the intervening period. 

Finally, a brief look at the books possessed by fellow Carmelites at the turn of the seventeenth 
century will establish whether Foscarini’s interest in, and knowledge of, algebra was shared by other 
members of the Order. 
 
Kathryn James, Yale: Burghley as Mathematical Reader 
 William Cecil, Lord Burghley, is famous as a patron of Elizabethan mathematics and practical 
science, but the details of his own uses of numeracy are less well studied.  This paper offers an 
examination of Burghley as mathematical reader and annotator, focusing in particular on his annotations 
to the proof copy of Christopher Saxton’s Atlas of England and Wales. In drawing on this and other 
archival sources, it explores the varied roles of numeracy and mathematics in Burghley’s reading, over his 
career as student, home improver, and administrator. 
 
Louisiane Ferlier, UCL: John Wallis and readers of the Bodleian library: leading to 
mathematical truths, asserting religious truth? 
 John Wallis’ mathematical practice was founded on his extensive perusal of books in Oxford 
libraries and on a reliable network of correspondence with other mathematicians. At a time when 
mathematical practice was at the confluence between personal scribal practices and the diffusion of 
printed material, Wallis considered books as a format of validation. As opposed to Newton, who 
considered that the printed medium should be used to diffuse results rather than methods that were still 
being established, Wallis conferred some authority to readers. Wallis’ donations of books to the Oxford 
libraries give us the opportunity to observe the role of manuscript and printed mathematical papers in his 
relation to learned or learning readers. Considering whether such donations were motivated by a desire to 
preserve his demonstrations for prosperity or the hope to establish a line of transmission with future 
generations of mathematicians, we will discuss Wallis as a reader and his intention towards readers. 
 Seventeenth-century mathematical controversies mimicked contemporary theological disputes if 
only in that both sought to establish certainties. Comparing Wallis’ cipher books to books on religion he 
donated to the Bodleian, this paper will explore how different collections of texts guided readers towards 
specific truths or sound approaches. We will indicate that he opted for a more deductive and intuitive 
approach to address a selected audience of mathematical readers while he adopted a prescriptive approach 
for the larger readership targeted by his religious material, procuring them with definitive definitions. In 
turn, Wallis’ case will allow us to reflect more generally on the nature of the Savilian library, an enclosed 
library of mathematical books within the Bodleian Library. 
 
Yelda Nasifoglu, McGill: Robert Hooke as mathematical collector, reader, and annotator 
 Robert Hooke (1635–1703), the first Curator of Experiments of the Royal Society, may not be 
particularly known for his mathematical work. Yet from the Euclidean opening of the Micrographia 
(1665), to his work on ‘Mathematical Language’ and the mechanical instruments he devised for his 
experimental work, mathematics did play a central role in Hooke’s natural philosophy. He was also a 
‘mathematical practitioner’, a Surveyor of London with a considerable architectural practice, and lectured 
regularly on mathematics and its applications in the arts and trades as the Gresham Professor of Geometry 
and the Cutlerian lecturer. 
 The multiple facets of Hooke’s œuvre make his collection of mathematical books particularly 



interesting and exemplary of that of a seventeenth-century natural philosopher, mathematical practitioner, 
and educator. Using Bibliotheca Hookiana (1703), the auction catalogue prepared after his death, his 
diaries and lists of desiderata he prepared for specific auctions, and the annotations in some of the books 
surviving from his collection, this paper examines how Hooke procured, borrowed, read, and used his 
mathematical books. 
 
 
Day 2: Reading and using; writing and rewriting 
 
Matthew Landrus, Oxford: The use of Euclid in early sixteenth century Europe 
 
Joe Jarrett, Cambridge: From Page to Stage: Mathematics and Early Modern English Drama. 
 My paper will consider the impact mathematical thinking had on dramatic composition and 
production in the theatres of Elizabethan and Jacobean London. Beginning with a tale of a specific, rather 
unusual event of reading evidenced by annotations in a copy of Henry Billingsley’s 1570 edition of 
Euclid’s Elements, I will explore what kind of philosophical, ethical and sociological implications 
mathematical labour and its pedagogy may have incurred, beyond its pure content. I will argue that these 
implications were frequently the concerns of the dramatist, and that mathematical thinking interweaves 
itself through many of the period’s most famous stage-plays. I will consider how dramatists could have 
come into contact with mathematical learning, how they transformed it into pertinent stage-business and 
why they might have wanted to do so. The paper will look broadly across a number of works (both 
mathematical and dramatic), showcasing various examples of the dramatic usage of mathematical ideas 
(and vice-versa), but it will also contain focused readings of plays by Ben Jonson, Henry Chettle and 
William Shakespeare. 
 
Renée Raphael, California, Irvine: Reading mathematics in the seventeenth century:  An 
overview of practices focusing on annotated copies of Galileo’s 1638 Discorsi. 
 This contribution uses five extensively annotated copies of Galileo’s 1638 Discorsi (two Italian, 
two English, one French) to examine the different techniques readers employed as they read Galileo’s 
geometrical demonstrations setting forth his sciences of the resistance of materials and of local motion.  I 
offer a survey of the varied styles of annotations present in these copies, from the re-writing of Galileo’s 
prose, to the reworking and extension of problems, to the copying and correcting of diagrams.  Variations 
in the ways readers approached Galileo’s text provide a window into the different ways readers were 
trained to read mathematics in the period.  By comparing these methods to annotations found in earlier 
books held in Oxford’s Savile collection, I offer preliminary conjectures as to whether these different 
approaches to annotation derived from variations in local practice or whether they reflect broader 
transformations in how mathematical texts were read in the period. 
 
Boris Jardine, Cambridge: The uses of mathematical instrument manuals. 
 This paper presents the initial results of a year-long survey of seventeenth-century mathematical 
instrument manuals. These texts – accompanying quadrants, sectors, slide-rules and sundials – have 
barely been studied in their own right, and in addition the practical utility of the instruments to which they 
refer has been a recurring source of contention in historical studies of instruments. By examining the 
marginalia and marks of use I intend to reconsider the relation between instrument and text. My 
contention is that instruments were often used as if they were texts, i.e. their construction was studied and 
even practiced as a means to learn geometry or the basics of cosmology. Conversely, books were used as 
instruments, consulted in order to perform calculations and even cut up to liberate the printed instruments 
they contain. Drawing on recent research into the practices of reading in the early-modern period I 
provide the first detailed account of the uses of mathematical instrument manuals. 



 
Benjamin Wardhaugh, Oxford: ‘The Admonitions of a good-natured Reader’: how Georgians 
read mathematics. 
 What did early modern readers actually do when they had a mathematics book in their hands? 
One set of answers can be provided by examining in sufficient numbers the books themselves, which 
almost invariably bear marks recording some of the activities in which they were used. This paper will 
report on the perusal of more than 350 copies of various mathematical textbooks printed in eighteenth-
century Britain, and will show that some of the strategies of use, and some of the differences between 
different types of mathematical reading taking place in different intellectual or physical locations, can be 
reconstructed from this evidence. 
 
Nerida Ellerton and Ken Clements, Illinois: The Cyphering Tradition and Intended and 
Implemented Curricula in eighteenth- and nineteenth-Century School Mathematics in North 
America and Great Britain. 
 Historians of school mathematics in Europe have tended to analyze school mathematics in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries from the perspective of data generated by considerations of 
commercially-published textbooks and extant records of schools or organizations. In this presentation we 
shall argue that right across Western Europe, and also in North America, a cyphering tradition, based on 
abbaco and Sacrobosco traditions, controlled school mathematics in the eighteenth century and for much 
of the nineteenth century. In other words, fundamentally it was the abbaco and Sacrobosco traditions 
which determined what mathematics was learned, the order in which it was presented by teachers, and the 
ways by which it was taught. That is not to deny that textbook authors like Francis Walkingame had much 
influence on what school mathematics was studied in British schools. But, we shall argue, from data, that 
authors like Walkingame and Dilworth were heavily influenced-in the topics they chose, in the order in 
which they presented those topics, and in the ways they organized the associated texts-by the abbaco and 
Sacrobosco traditions. 
 
Ken Clements and Nerida Ellerton, Illinois: Differences between British and North American 
Cyphering Books in the eighteenth and nineteenth Centuries. 
 Our analysis of the 375 North American and 102 British cyphering books in the Ellerton–
Clements collection has indicated that there were qualitative differences between how the cyphering 
tradition played out in North America and Great Britain during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
The most obvious difference was that by the nineteenth century British cyphering books had taken on a 
standard appearance – the contents were usually in a commercially-sold, often lightly-lined, “exercise 
book”; the same content appeared, with topics being entered in the same order, from cyphering book to 
cyphering book. Often, entries in British cyphering books were copied directly from textbooks – like 
those authored by Walkingame and Dilworth.  
 In North America, on the other hand, cyphering books tended to be larger, and unlined, with 
entries reflecting the personalities of the students more than was the case for the British cyphering books. 
There was less copying directly from textbooks. That said, the topics covered in the North American 
cyphering books were the same as those covered in British cyphering books. Although, occasionally, the 
order in which the topics appeared differed between the two nations, such sequencing differences were 
relatively minor. In North America cyphering books were not prepared after about 1860, but in Great 
Britain the cyphering tradition persisted in some regions up to about 1890. Reasons why that was the case 
will be addressed in the paper. 
 
 


