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SAW Seminar: 

History of Science, History of Text  
 

Programme 2014-2015 & Abstracts 

Venue: 

University Paris Diderot University, Condorcet Building,  

10 rue Alice Domon et Léonie Duquet, from 9:30 am to 5:30 pm.  

Maps and directions can be found here. 

 

 

 

Organisers: The HSHT group of the SAW project 

 

The seminar ’History of Science, History of Text’ explores mainly textual problems related to 

the ERC Project SAW — "Mathematical Sciences in the Ancient World".  

The seminar will address the following issues regarding scientific sources: 

● How textual sources bear witness to the social groups that produced them 

● How textual sources testify to knowledge 

● History of compilations 

● How actors structure their texts and knowledge into parts 

● How textual sources reflect the material environment in which they were 

produced 

Details:  http://sawerc.hypotheses.org/seminars/history-of-science-history-of-text 

 

 

 

 

 

http://sawerc.hypotheses.org/practical-information
http://www.sphere.univ-paris-diderot.fr/spip.php?rubrique57
http://www.sphere.univ-paris-diderot.fr/spip.php?rubrique57
http://www.sphere.univ-paris-diderot.fr/spip.php?article801&lang=en
http://sawerc.hypotheses.org/seminars/history-of-science-history-of-text
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Programme 

NB: This year, in relation with the activities of the Project SAW, the seminar will have a 

special format: 

November 13, 2014 - Room 646 A 

 
Forms of written knowledge: Compilations, note-taking, commentaries 
 

 Elaine Leong (Max Planck Institute for the History of Science) 

 Creating Treasuries for Health: Knowledge Codification in the ‘Margins’ 

  

Sho Hirose (SAW ERC Project, SPHERE) 

Revision or new work? What lies between the two Goladīpikās 

 

Eva Wilden (EFEO/CSMC) 

Text, pretext, paratext -- commentaries in manuscripts of the Tamil literary-

grammatical tradition. 

 

 

 

The detailed programme will be posted along the year on the web page. It will include 

the following events: 

 

 

December 1-4, 2014 – Room 366 A 

Conference “Shaping the sciences of the ancient world—2”, organised by Agathe 

Keller, with the SAW group. 

 

January 15, 2015, February 5, 2015 February 19, 2015 – Room 646 A 

Workshop "How do Writings in the astral sciences document mathematical prac-

tices and the practitioners?", organised by Matthieu Husson, Rich Kremer, with the SAW 

group. 
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March 23-24 2015 – Room 646 A 

Joint Conference SAW & Brown University: "Science and Scholarship in Late 

Babylonian Uruk", organised by Christine Proust and John Steele. 

 

April 16, 2015 – Room 483 A 

Meeting on the "Collections used in The History of Science – Scholarly value, 

market value, patrimonial value", organised by Magali Dessagnes (Sphère, CNRS & Uni-

versity Paris Diderot, SAW Project), Christine Proust (Sphère, CNRS & University Paris Di-

derot, SAW Project), and the rest of the SAW Group. 

Presentation 

The historian of science who uses written objects kept in a collection as a source for his re-

search may use information relating to the path of this object before they join the collection. It 

is for this reason that we are interested in the processes which led the objects into collections 

and some of the factors that affected their paths, by focusing specifically on issues relevant to 

historians of science collections. The process of building collections arise primarily the ques-

tion of the value that different actors have given to these objects, of why they were torn from 

their original context, their circulation and their insertion or keeping them in a collection . It is 

more specifically to this question that day will be spent. Such objects from the time of their 

discovery until their use as exhibit or source for the work of a researcher, pass from hand to 

hand, those collectors, but also those of excavators, antiquarian or adventurers. It took each of 

them in turn to assign them a value so that they are inserted, ultimately, in a given collection. 

However, these values differ, depending on the view that each has of the object and his objec-

tive in regard to that object. What is the value of a document for different actors who had it in 

the hands? And how this valuation has affected the movement of the object relative to others? 

To this general question, we associate, in the context of the SAW project, more specific is-

sues. How the academic knowledge, especially mathematics, of which a document testifies, 

are interacted with the value that different types of actors gave him? How the valuation of an 

object, in certain contexts, elicited historical research on the scholarly content, and in particu-

lar mathematics, related to these objects? Can we identify different types of knowledge of the 

history of mathematics that would sometimes influence the value of a given object? How a 

particular content knowledge of a document could, for example, transform his market value? 

The objectives that govern the formation of a collection depend on different types of value 

given to objects and therefore these values influence the constitution of the collection. How 

these elements could change our approach of the sources of the history of science? This is an 

issue that will remain to the horizon of our concerns during the study day. 

List of Speakers 

Wendy Shaw (Freie Universität Berlin) 

Intersecting Narratives, Interpolating Collections: the Museum of Islamic Art, Berlin 
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Magali Dessagnes (Sphère, CNRS & University Paris Diderot, SAW Project) 

Elias Géjou, seller of antiquities from Mesopotamia, heart of a network of collectors and 

scholars  

Round table chaired by Florence Bretelle-Establet with the participation of Agathe Keller 

(Sphère, CNRS & University Paris Diderot, SAW Project) and Jens Hoyrup (Roskilde Uni-

versity 

 

May 28, 2015 - Room 646 A 

Isabelle Lémonon (EHESS, Centre Alexandre Koyré)  

La Table alphabétique et analytique de chimie de Mme Dupiery : quels enjeux de savoir ? 

Mme Dupiery's Table alphabétique et analytique de chimie : What's to know ? 

Abstract: Le système des connaissances chimiques, published in 1801 by Antoine François 

Fourcroy in 5 volumes (and supplemented by six other volumes), is accompanied by an al-

phabetical and analytical table of contents, written by Madam Dupiery. The accuracy and care 

brought to the table by his fellow member were greeted by Fourcroy himself. This 170 pages 

long table is one of the thin indicators of Madam Dupiery's involvement in the scientific en-

terprise. What does it teach us about the knowledge brought into play by this collaborator of 

the shadow?  

 

November 2015 

Meeting on a tomb sealed around 186BCE in China and containing a "math 

book", organised by Karine Chemla and Daniel Morgan, with the SAW group 

 

 

Abstracts 

November 13, 2014:  
 

 Elaine Leong (Max Planck Institute for the History of Science, Berlin) 

 Creating Treasuries for Health: Knowledge Codification in the ‘Margins’ 

 Abstract: Early modern householders were bombarded with health-related in-

formation. Know-how was exchanged during medical consultations with physicians 

and other medical practitioners, around dinner tables with friends and family, scrib-
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bled on little paper slips and sent with letters and proffered between the covers of the 

myriad of printed medical books.  These sorts of know-how ranged from recipes de-

tailing how to make secret remedies to the information on the wondrous properties of 

new materia medica to drug shopping tips to gardening information on harvesting of 

herbs. With their family’s health maintenance and potential sicknesses never far from 

their minds, householders eagerly collected and treasured such information.  As a re-

sult, many households collectively compiled large notebooks filled to the brim with 

medical knowledge.  With new and seemingly unique and important information 

flooding in from so many avenues, householders often felt the same sense of infor-

mation overload experienced by Renaissance scholars and like scholars, they used a 

range of sophisticated information management technologies to shape, control and 

create their treasuries of health.  This paper examines the notebooks of three seven-

teenth-century English families, the Boscawens, the St. Johns and the Temples, to ex-

plore the various note-taking strategies they adopted to manage their ever-growing 

collections. It will argue that householders adopted a number of information manage-

ment strategies such as list making, extracting, commonplacing and the use of tables, 

columns and rough and waste books in their medical notebooks.  It posits that in-depth 

studies of these notebooks give historians of science and medicine rare glimpses into 

practices of natural inquiry and knowledge codification outside the learned academy.  

Finally, these texts encourage us to consider early modern paper tools, technologies 

and information management systems within broader contexts. 

 

 

Sho Hirose (SAW ERC Project, SPHERE) 

Revision or new work? What lies between the two Goladīpikās 

Abstract: In this presentation I focus on two texts titled “Goladīpikā (illumination of 

the spheres)” composed by the same author Parameśvara (c.1360 - 1460, Kerala, In-

dia). Both works were guides on spherical astronomy, and include common topics like 

instructions on constructing armillary spheres, usage of gnomons and positions of 

planets in the sky. However these topics are scattered in different order throughout 

both texts, and the way the two texts are subdivided appears to be very different. Was 

one of them a revision of the other, or were they composed for different purposes and 

readers? I shall look into their chronological orders and the author's intention. 

 

Eva Wilden (EFEO/CSMC)  

Text, pretext, paratext -- commentaries in manuscripts of the Tamil literary-

grammatical tradition. 

Abstract: Commentaries play a central role in the Indian traditions of learning, and 

Tamil, the second great classical language of the subcontinent after Sanskrit, is no ex-

ception in that respect.  Tamil looks back on a period of about 2000 years of producing 

lyrical poetry, while at the same time developing a system of grammar, metrics and 

poetics meant, in the first place, to describe this body of poetry, to enable young poets 

to master their craft and to safeguard its understanding for future generations.  Once 

established, then, the theoretical domains also began to have a dynamics of their own, 

which in part were to have repercussions back in the practical field.  The material link 

between theory and practice is found in the twofold commentary tradition.  Commen-

taries on poetry explain the text and its literary implications, thus displaying mastery 
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of the treatises whose rules are applied, exploited and quoted. Commentaries on 

grammar elucidate the rules and give examples, often by the thousands, from poetry. 

 The simplest type of commentary consists of a conglomeration of isolated 

glosses, picking out a difficult word here or there, perhaps followed by a remark on 

syntax.  The more complex form is a paraphrase of the whole verse – poetic or theoret-

ical, a root text always is metrical – that supplies the case endings and grammatical re-

lations missing in the word-order oriented original and exchanges rare or complicated 

words for easier ones.  This can be followed by a poetic or theoretical discussion with 

argument and counter-argument.  Tendentially, the simpler gloss commentary is of an 

anonymous type, the discursive one has a named author. 

 Typology seems easy enough when proceeding from the standard editions that, 

in the case of Tamil, where mostly produced between the later 19th and the early 20th 

century. Seen from the perspective of the primary witnesses, manuscripts on palm-leaf 

and paper, matters appear less straightforward.  There is a considerable amount of flu-

idity in the size and wording of even the most well-established author commentaries.  

Given what we know about the Indian intellectual tradition where the root text is re-

garded not only as primary in the evolutionary sense, but also as the frame of a theory 

or school, this should not come as a surprise: it is the commentary where discussion 

takes place, where new concepts are introduced and tested and where the development 

of thought is recorded. 

 What manuscripts let us see is the process of text reception as it took place 

over centuries, new readers and copyists freely deleting and adding to a certain stock.  

A comparatively stable root text appears surrounded by invocations, blessings, mne-

monic stanzas, titles and inter-titles, notes, colophons and finally commentary in a 

very wide sense of the word.  A commentary can be just one among a surprisingly 

large number of para-texts or it can be a pretext for inscribing a new theoretical devel-

opment into the folds of an established school, thus turning the normal relation be-

tween text and para-text upside down. 

 Documenting and analysing this whole process of transmission is the object of 

the ERC-financed project NETamil (“Going from Hand to Hand: Networks of Intel-

lectual Exchange in the Tamil learned traditions”) of which I am the PI.  The presenta-

tion will focus on demonstrating how joint work is realised intellectually on the one 

hand and physically on the other hand, pointing out the basic architecture and phrasal 

inventory of a Tamil commentary, which rightfully can be seen as a subtype of Indian 

commentary, and showing how this can be done in an almost zero-layout tradition on a 

palm-leaf with scriptio continua. 

 


