Preface

This book contains a survey of the A/magest. It is the outcome of a course of lectures
given on several occasions, and its only aim is to help students of the history of astron-
omy to understand and appreciate Ptolemy’s great and classical work. Therefore the
emphasis is on the various astronomical theories and their structural relationships,
while a critical analysis of Ptolemy’s observational efforts falls outside the scope of
the present study. Appendix A gives a list of all the dated observations quoted in the
Almagest; it is compiled only for purposes of reference and is not based on any re-
examination of Ptolemy’s empirical data.

The problem of notation has been rather difficult and it has been necessary to go
beyond the means that Ptolemy had at his disposal. On the one hand, many essential
features of the methods and models employed by Ptolemy become both clearer and
more accessible to modern readers if common mathematical expressions are introduced
as condensed, formalized versions of procedures explained by Ptolemy in the form of
verbal or numerical statements. On the other hand, Ptolemy’s surprisingly non-
technical and sometimes ambiguous terminology can be made more specific by means
of concepts and terms borrowed from the vocabulary of Mediaeval Latin astronomers.
I hope that these departures from the form and style of the Almagest will help to
make the exposition useful to students whose principal interests are in the astronomy
of the Middle Ages, or even in Copernicus and his immediate successors.

In establishing the mathematical formalism I must confess to a certain number of
repetitions of equations and procedures. They are introduced in order to make it
easier to study the theory of the motion of a particular kind of heavenly body, the
various chapters on the motion of the Sun, the Moon, the superior, and the inferior
planets being presented as more or less self-contained parts of the text.

No complete and detailed analysis of the Almagest has appeared since 1817 when
Delambre published the second volume of his Histoire de I’ Astronomie Ancienne.
Since then a great number of papers and dissertations have dealt with particular
problems in Ptolemaic astronomy. Most of these publications are listed in the
bibliography and references to them are scattered throughout the text. Because of its
limited purpose this survey does not pretend to have utilized all this material to its
full extent. A few particular questions have been referred to the notes to each chapter.

A work like this cannot come to light without help and support from many different
quarters. I am gratefully obliged to the Danish Council for Scientific Research which
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supported the studies preparatory to this book and also facilitated its publication.
My sincere thanks are due to Professor Mogens Pihl for recommending another
book of mine for publication in this series, and for friendly and unfailing help and
advice over many years. Likewise I wish to thank Mr. Torkil Olsen of the Odense
University Press, and the Cooperative Printing Company, Odense, for their excellent
services in producing a most difficult book.

This study was begun and finished in the hospitable and scholarly atmosphere of
St. Edmund’s House, Cambridge. My most heartfelt gratitude is due to the Master
and Fellows of this college for making me one of their own and providing me with
excellent working facilities. In the same vein I am grateful to my wife for her constant
encouragement and great patience with a husband absorbed in burning midnight oil
for years on end. I am greatly indebted to my friends and colleagues Dr. Michael A.
Hoskin, Cambridge, Professor Willy Hartner, Frankfurt a. M., and Professor Owen
Gingerich, Harvard, for reading parts of the manuscript and recommending its
publication. The proofs were read by Professor Willy Hartner, Frankfurt a. M. and
by Dr. John D. North, Oxford, who both made criticisms and sugge§tions for which
I am most grateful. I am under a special obligation to my friend Dr. A. G. Drach-
mann, Copenhagen, who for several years put his copy of Heiberg’s editon of Ptolemy’s
works at my disposal. The staff of the Institute for History of Science, Aarhus Univer-
sity, has been most helpful. In particular I wish to thank Dr. K. P. Moesgaard for his
careful examination of the complete text, and Mr. Kurt Meller Pedersen, M. Sc.,
for his help with many numerical calculations. Dr. G. A. Dirac, Aarhus University,
took upon himself the task of revising the text from a philological point of view;
I am truly grateful for his assistance without which I should not have ventured to
publish this book. I thank also Mrs. Tove Asmussen for help with some of the illus-
trations. Last, but not least, I wish to express my profound gratitude to my secretary,
Mrs. Kate Larsen, whose untiring efforts have been the causa efficiens of the whole
work at all its different stages.

O.P.
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