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1 Preliminary remarks

Variable stars received little attention in the history of astronomy despite their
importance. Their role was nevertheless crucial at times: the new star in 1572
together with the comet of 1577 were instrumental in the downfall of certain
theses of Aristotelian cosmology. It is hard to overestimate their importance
in modern astronomy, the study of variable stars is necessary from the cosmic
distance scale to the investigation of stellar structure. Apart from a few works
discussing certain particular topics, there is still no general history of variable
star research. This is especially true for the history of astronomy in Hungary,
though the study of these stars is one of the most fruitful fields in our country.

2 The aims of the work

The aim of my work was twofold.

2.1

First, I wanted to write the history of variable star astronomy in Hungary till
the end of the 19th century in as much detail as possible. This limit is chosen
because in the early 20th century Antal Tass and Lajos Terkán began to observe
systematically a large number of variable stars. Though the observations of their
predecessors are still valuable, the work of Tass and Terkán is on a different level.

Since we do not have a detailed general history of astronomy in Hungary,
I paid more attention to the Middle Ages. It is fortunate that we have a few
sources – like the so-called Pécsi Egyetemi Beszédek –, which can show us the
level of astronomical knowledge at that time. I concentrated on stars because
of the characteristics of my work.

We do not have contemporary printed description of the new star of 1572.
We can, however, learn something about the ideas on these exciting celestial
bodies from later printed documents, e.g. calendars, chronicles.

Disputations and theses, printed at universities, are also useful sources of
astronomical knowledge. We can learn form them what has been taught at these
schools, either Catholic (Jesuit) or Protestant, either in Hungary (Nagyszombat)
or abroad (mostly protestant students). One of my aims were the detailed study
of these booklets.

The books printed at the universities are also important as sources. They
usually contained a detailed description of astronomy in the 17th century, which
showed the level of astronomy taught at that time and place. Physics became a
distinct discipline at the end of the 18th century, which resulted in the omission
of most of the astronomy, and therefore variables, from these books. At the
same time books in Hungarian language began to appear, though they as a rule
have little to say about variable stars.

3



An important part of my work was to learn about the life and work of some
noteworthy persons. One such was Jacob Schnitzler, school director and later
minister of Nagyszeben, in the 17th century. Since there were misunderstand-
ings about the authorship of some of his disputations, I had to answer these
questions, too.

Astronomy was reborn in Hungary at the second half of the 19th century,
thanks mostly to the efforts of Miklós Konkoly Thege. There were several inter-
esting persons important for our purposes working at this time in Hungary. A
large part of my work was dedicated to the study of the life and work of these
men. One of them, Ákos Szathmári, a teacher at the secondary schools of Nagy-
becskerek and later Kolozsvár, was the first to publish a book on spectroscopy
in Hungarian. Friedrich Schwab, a native of Germany, started observing vari-
ables while still at home, which he continued after moving to Kolozsvár, and
even published them in Hungarian. Their life were mostly unknown previously
(Schwab was unknown in Germany), so the writing of a more detailed account
of it was one of my aims. Radó Kövesligethy is better known in Hungary, but
his work on variable stars is less so. His theoretical and observational work both
are worthy of study.

2.2

The second important aim of my research was the study of the history of variable
star astronomy in general. It was important to make it clear what had been
thought to be a star in the 16th century. The new star of 1572 and other
objects discovered afterwards were interpreted in various ways. I planned to
study these explanations in some detail. Also, it was important to obtain a
picture of the history of the classification of the variables or of their catalogues.
It was necessary to take notice of exceptional eras in the history of variable star
research. One such was the time of Pigott and Goodricke, another one was that
of Argelander.

It was my plan to find appearances of variable stars in the literature. This
is a previously unstudied topic (apart from the 1572 star). I studied, beside
poetry and prose, such peripheral fields as astrology or the sibylline oracles.

Variable star astronomy is one of the most dynamically developing fields of
modern astrophysics. It is rather strange that it has no written history. My
work tried to remedy this situation.

3 The method of work

One can study the history of variable star astronomy with the help of printed
sources. I tried to read every one of my references in the original, since tak-
ing quotes from the works of other authors is a risky business. I used the
facilities of the following libraries: Library of Konkoly Observatory, National
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Széchényi Library, University Library (Budapest), British Library (London),
Library of Brukental Museum (Nagyszeben), Teleki Téka (Marosvásárhely).
The Internet was also very useful, a lot of necessary books were obtainable
through databases, like Gallica (gallica.bnf.fr) or the Galilean Digital Library
(bibdig.museogalileo.it/rd/bd). If I was unable to use a book, I noted the fact
in the footnotes in every case.

I always tried to support my statements with reference to primary sources,
quoting them frequently.

4 Results

1. I wrote the first history of variable star astronomy in Hungary. [7]

2. I reviewed three early, hardly known variable star catalogues. I identified
the unknown stars. [2]

3. I reviewed the star catalogues made in Ógyalla, studied the motivation
and method of their preparation, their contents and their impact on con-
temporary astronomy. [1, 10]

4. I discussed in detail the supposed observation in 1886 of a new star in the
Andromeda Nebula. With the help of the observing log of the observatory
of Kiskartal, I showed that it was probably an erroneous observation. [3,
5]

5. As a possible cause for the above mentioned erroneous observation, I sug-
gested the idea of “periodic new stars”, which comes from the similar
interval between the star of 1572, and the appearances of the stars writ-
ten about by Cyprianus Leovitius. [3, 5]

6. It was thought in 1885 that in a short story by Mór Jókai, “A láthatatlan
csillag” (“The Invisible Star”), the star of 1885 in the Andromeda Nebula
had been predicted. Though the author could not remember the origin
of his story, I found the original with the help of a previously unknown
reader’s letter in one of the contemporary newspapers. [5]

7. I studied the life of Friedrich Schwab, who was harldy known in Hungary
and unknown in Germany, especially his stay in Transylvania (his life in
Germany was studied by Prof. Peter Brosche). [4, 6]

8. I investigated his work on variable stars, with special reference to those
made in Transylvania. I showed that according to the large number of
references to his work, he was a respected member of the astronomical
community. [4, 6]
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9. Ákos Szathmári was also unknown. I looked for the facts of his life. I
reviewed his book, the first spectroscopy book in Hungary, especially the
part about variable stars. I showed that in his physics teacher days he
probably used his book for teaching, since the usual physics textbook,
that of written by Antal Abt, had less astronomical spectroscopy than
taught by Szathmári. [13]

10. I prepared a detailed bibliography of his published works. [13]

11. I reviewed the life and work of Jacob Schnitzler, school director and min-
ister in Nagyszeben. I showed that his favourite topic was astronomy. He
followed the Wittenberg traditions, for example in defining a star. He did
so in the classification of stars (ordinary – extraordinary), but in a clearer
and more concise way than in other Wittenberg publications. I reviewed
his views on the new stars, too. [8]

12. I followed how ideas about stars had changed in the University of Nagy-
szombat with the help of sources published in Nagyszombat (or Kassa).
[9]

13. I identified the first classification of variable stars (Johann Christoph
Sturm, 1701). [11]

14. I pointed out the circumstances that led to this classification. [11]

15. I identified the source of the pseudo-aristotelian definition of star – “denser
part of its orb” – as a work of Averroes. [12]

16. I studied the astronomical contents of Pécsi Egyetemi Beszédek and their
sources. [12]

17. I compared the colour observations of α Ursae Majoris by Radó Köveslige-
thy with those found in the literature. It seems, that – in accordance with
modern photometry – the reality of this colour change is questionable. [7]

18. I reviewed Kövesligethy’s little known theoretical works on colour and
light changes of stars.

19. I showed that already in the 1880’s Kövesligethy had realized the potential
of Ritter’s pulsation theory as a mechanism for variable stars
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ról”, Magyar Könyvszemle 126, 293–311.

Other Hungarian language publication, referred to in the theses:

13. Zsoldos Endre 2006, “Az asztrofizika kezdetei Magyarországon: Szathmári
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