Found: a diagram of the 1630 Rome halo display
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Christoph Scheiner’s diagram of the 1630 Rome halo display, thought to be lost already in 1658, may have

been found. © 2011 Optical Society of America
OCIS codes:

1. Introduction

The Rome halo display of 1630 was one of three halo
displays that Christiaan Huygens used in the 1660s
to illustrate his groundbreaking theory of halos [1].
Even in Huygens’ day, however, the documentation
of the display was weak. One of the observers, the
Jesuit scholar Christoph Scheiner, had described
the display in a 1631 letter to Pierre Gassendi. An
engraved diagram of the display was supposed to ac-
company the letter, but the diagram had been lost al-
ready by 1658, according to the editors of Gassendi’s
Opera Omnia, where the letter was published [2].
Huygens in 1659 tried to locate the diagram but was
unsuccessful. He then drew his own version of the
diagram, basing it on the description in Scheiner’s
letter [3]. It is Huygens’ diagram that has usually
been offered in the literature as “the” diagram of
the display. Then, in the 1890s, what appeared to
be Scheiner’s diagram of the display was found by
Anton von Braunmiihl in the Munich University
Library. Von Braunmiihl described the item but did
not appreciate its significance for halo history. The
diagram, a copper engraving, was part of a bound
volume of material collected by Scheiner’s assistant
Johann Baptist Cysat [4]. Unfortunately, the volume
is no longer to be found, probably a casualty of the
bombing of the Munich University Library on the
night of 9/10 March 1943 [5].

Thus, it was breathtaking to learn recently that a
diagram of the display is among the holdings of the
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Herzog August Bibliothek in Wolfenbiittel [6]. It ap-
pears to be nearly identical to the version described
by von Braunmiihl [7].

2. Specifics

During an ongoing digitization campaign, a leaf show-
ing the 1630 Rome halo display (Fig. 1) was included
in the database “Virtuelles Kupferstichkabinett.”
The Kupferstichkabinett, funded by the Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft [8], is a cooperative project
of the Herzog Anton Ulrich Museum in Braunschweig
and the Herzog August Bibliothek in Wolfenbiittel.

The leaf is in the possession of the Herzog August
Bibliothek and belongs to its graphics collection.
According to Mrs. Petra Feuerstein-Herz at the
Herzog August Bibliothek, the scan was added to
the database on 7 October 2009. The provenance of
the leafis unknown [9]. As the online project descrip-
tion states, the “... roots of these collections derive
from the collections of prints and drawings of the
Dukes of Braunschweig-Wolfenbiittel. The historical
coherence of these collections was lost in the course of
the eighteenth and early twentieth century when ob-
jects were dispersed between the two institutions.”

The leaf, showing a copper engraving and descrip-
tion, is 261 mm x 222 mm large and was once part of a
bound volume—traces of the binding can still be seen
on the right-hand side. According to Mrs. Feuerstein-
Herz [9], the leafhas a watermark and is blank on the
verso, with the exception of an older, small, handwrit-
ten letter “Q” and a more recent number “34.” There
are traces of an ancient fold about 20 mm from the left
rim. There is no doubt that the leafis an original 17th
century printing.
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Fig. 1. (Color online) Wolfenbiittel diagram of the 24 January 1630 Rome halo display. (© Herzog August Bibliothek Wolfenbiittel,

Graph. C: 707).

The diagram is a spatial representation, not just
a flat projection, and the circular halos are not
concentric. The outer parhelia cross the parhelic
circle at the intersections with the larger halo.

3. Leads

At this preliminary stage, it is too early to assess the
significance of the diagram for early halo history, and
it is not the purpose of this article to do so; rather, it is
to announce the existence of the diagram and to alert
readers to the possibility that other material relating

to the 1630 halo display may still await discovery.
The leaf may also belong to an unknown published
work dealing with halos.

Von Braunmiihl speculated that the diagram was
intended for inclusion in Scheiner’s Parelia in quibus
multa de Iridibus, Halonibus, Virgis, Chasmatis, a
halo pamphlet that, as far as we know, was never
published [10]. If von Braunmiihl’s conjecture is cor-
rect, there may be other copies of the diagram that
have survived. There is also the remote possibility
that a draft of Parelia might still turn up somewhere.
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Thereis circumstantial evidence to suggest that the
diagram might have passed through the hands of the
Jesuit scholar Athanasius Kircher at some point.
If so, his correspondence or publications might shed
further light on the diagram or related material.
Kircher was one of Scheiner’s successors at the Colle-
gio Romano [11]. The friendship between Kircher and
Duke August the Younger has been described by
Fletcher [12]. Kircher was in contact with Cardinal
Francesco Barberini, Gassendi, Huygens, Peiresc,
Scheiner himself, and many others [13], but the cor-
respondence is immense, and checking all of it would
be a daunting task. To start with the letters in the
possession of the Herzog August Bibliothek seems a
promising first step [14]. Another candidate is the
Augsburg art merchant Philipp Hainhofer, also in
contact with Wolfenbiittel [15]. Nevertheless, we have
to keep in mind that there are many other ways the
leaf may have reached Wolfenbiittel, not necessarily
in the 17th century.

4. Conclusion

We found what seems to be an original diagram of the
legendary 1630 Rome halo display. This gives us
hope that this is not the only diagram that survived
and that more material may still await discovery. A
thorough study of the leaf and its possible context is
necessary to reveal its significance for halo science.
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