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The Age of Ptolemy:

WHO WAS CLAUDIUS PTOLEMY?

Arguably the most important figure of the entire classical period

Certainly the most enigmatic


his birth date — and even his birthplace — are not known


he likely was Greek but may have been an Egyptian schooled in Greece


no manuscript associated with his name before the 13th century A.D., but he died


1,000 years earlier


what his known is that he worked in the library at Alexandria


(books and manuscripts to be sure — half-a-million volumes — but in contemporary context, more


like a research institution)

Unfortunately, Ptolemy best known for geocentric model of solar system




based on his 13-volume Almagest



in the Almagest, he gave instructions for construction of a celestial globe





drew stars as if seen from the inside of a globe





based on observation and measurement of 1,022 stars and 48 constellations




Ptolemy undoubtedly best known as an astronomer




but even for his time, a real polymath, who also wrote Geography
THE GEOGRAPHY:
8-volume Geography survived the Dark Ages in the hands of Muslim scholars


no modern translation



his writings survive only through Latin translations from the Renaissance



so never entirely clear where his ideas depart from his translators


and no maps survive (some question whether Ptolemy ever actually made a map)

It is known that Geography was intended as a guide to maps and mapmaking
(name Latinized when rediscovered in the Renaissance but the original title was Geographical Guide to 
 Making Maps)

Much of Geography makes reference to Marinus of Tyre


an immediate predecessor of Ptolemy


not well known; almost no mention of Marinus' work elsewhere


but Ptolemy spent much time reviewing his ideas, then dismissing them

In first volume of Geography, Ptolemy recognized three major problems:


•
size of the earth




as Columbus would discover, Ptolemy was off by about 55 percent


•
cumulative positional errors in written record of geography




gave tables of location and instructions for construction of 26 regional maps (in




books 2 through 7)





latitude expressed as length of longest day





longitude expressed as number of hours east or west of Alexandria meridian






Hipparchus had divided sphere into 360 parts






Ptolemy divided each into 60, and each of those again into 60 giving minutes






and seconds of latitude and longitude


•
the projection problem




recognized that sphere cannot be represented on a flat surface without distortion





therefore, described 4 ways to projection sphere onto flat surface so that





distortion characteristics would be known and systematic






1)
straight and perpendicular parallels and meridians








from Marinus









rejected because parallels all same length . . . 









gave distorted sense of the world






2)
curved parallels and straight converging meridians (Ptolemy #1)





3)
curved converging meridians and curved parallels (Ptolemy #2)





4)
projection of the globe as if viewed from a distance (Ptolemy #3)








(never much used because of complexity of construction)

PTOLEMY'S MAPS:

Books 2-7 contained coordinates and descriptions for regional maps

coordinates apparently derived from a patchwork of older and often unreliable sources,

so some surprising inaccuracies, even for the time; for example


Sweden an Norway appear as small islands


north coast of Germany and Poland virtually straight


India much too small, and Sri Lanka much too large

Two especially curious examples:

· England


believed everything north of 63° was Thule, which he confused with Shetland



Isands





(according to the ancients, Thule was northernmost habitable land, perhaps Iceland)



but Ptolemy knew Britain extended some 4,000 - 4,500 stades



if he extended the island this far north, it would be well above 63°



so he drew an extreme easterly dogleg

· Italy

poor representation, given contemporary knowledge


east west orientation may have been due to reliance on centuriation charts, which he


assumed were drawn with north to the top, when in fact, they followed the road


alternatively, he may have been familiar with Aggripa's map which was constructed to 


be displayed on a colonnade hence exaggerated east-west


