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The luxury of afellowship at the Wissenschaftskolleg, coming in the foot-
steps of asabbatical at the Herzog-August-Bibliothek in Wolfenbuttel,
caused me to dream of writing (1) a Brechtian play on the groves of aca-
deme and (2) a series of articles on Pythagorean mathematics, Apollonius,
Archimedes and Diophantus, to be collected, together with other, already
published, articlesin the field, in abook entitled Historical Sudiesin
Greek Mathematics.

All | have produced of the play, leaving out the selection and organi-
zation of the materials, is atitle: It's Academic! Of the articles, on the other
hand, | wrote "Greek Mathematics and Mathematical Induction” (to
appear in Physis, val. 2, 1991) and spent most of the rest of my time on a
study of Apollonius'sConicathat may eventually result in a monograph on
the study of conic sections in Greek antiquity, methodologically supplant-
ing Zeuthen's great study Die Lehre von den Kegel schnitten im Altertum.

Itismy contention that it is not only possible to discuss the Conicanon-
analytically, but that doing so is both necessary and enlightening. Though
Zeuthen's book is a must, the best and most thorough investigation of the
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problem to date, | believe it has all the wrong insights and that these "in-
sights" should be abandoned and replaced by an analysis of the text that
refuses to apply to it non-Greek mathematical criteria. It is not enough
that the history of mathematics deals with the universal, atemporal, essen-
tial content of disembodied mathematical ideas, their quintessence, dis-
tilled essence, asit were; to vindicate its historical character, it must con-
centrate on and ferret out the peculiar, specific, idiosyncratic parameters
and limits within which a given mathematical culture operates. For a his-
tory of Greek mathematics worthy of the name, it is precisely a consider-
ation of those features that make it Greek — that is, of supreme importance
in historical analysis.

In addition to an incipient study of the Conica, | have also finished edit-
ing Physics, Cosmology and Astronomy, 1300-1700: Tension and Accom-
modation (Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1991) and put the finishing
touches on and read proofs of \Witelonis Perspectivae Liber Secundus et
Tertius, A Critical Latin Edition and English Translation of Books 11 and |11
of Witelo's Perspectiva with Introduction, Notes and Commentaries, to
appear in the Series Sudia Copernicanain October 1991.

Besidesthis | wrote book reviews, refereed articles, read research pro-
posals and dissertations, and engaged in a plethora of other time-consum-
ing university activities, from which supposedly | should have been free. |
also had my share of invited talks (Géttingen, Tessaloniki, Joannina,
Corfu), conferences and associated travel, and personal misfortune that,
together with Saddam Hussein's war, took atoll of my time. Thisisnot an
excuse for what seems to me low productivity, but rather afactual, dry li-
tany.

Itis, however, clear to methat my timein Berlin was atime of grace and
benevolence. Should | have to single out the main elements that made it so,
a condemnable undertaking to be sure, | would mention the Empfang and
Barbara Sanders, on the one hand, and the Library and its staff, on the
other. Without these two ingtitutionsit is hard for me to see how the Kol-
leg could fulfill its singularly distinctive function.

It seems to me appropriate at this juncture to quote Italo Calvino. In his
Lezioni Americane: Sei proposte per it prossimo millennio, Calvino relates a
Chinese story. This appears at the end of the Memo on Quickness:

Trale moitevirtu di Chuang-Tzu c'eral'abilita nel disegno. Il re gli
chieseit disegno d'un granchio. Chuang-Tzu disse che aveva bisogno
di cinque anni di tempo e d'una villa con dodici servitori. Dopo cinque
anni it disegno non era ancora cominciato. "Ho bisogno di altri cinque
anni", disse Chuang-Tzu. Il re glieli accorda. Allo scadere dei dieci
anni, Chuang-Tzu preseit pennello e in un istante, con un solo gesto,
disegnd un granchio, it piu perfetto granchio che si fosse mai visto.



