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There are many Dutch words for mathematical concepts

Wiskunde [instead of
mathematics]
Evenwijdig [instead of parallel]
Loodlijn [instead of
perpendicular]
Middellijn [instead of diameter]
Middelpunt [instead of center]
Evenaar [instead of equator]
Meetkunde [instead of geometry]
etc. etc.

thanks to, among others, Simon
Stevin van Brugge, Belgium
(1548-1620)
who emigrated to Leiden,
Netherlands in 1581, student in
Leiden University in 1583.



The mathematical community in 17th-century Netherlands
included many people who did not know Latin.

A Dutch success story in mathematics:

1637: René Descartes published his philosophical work Discours de
la Méthode with an appendix on Géométrie, in Leiden,
Netherlands.

A radical new way to do mathematics (first idea of the equation of
a curve, coordinates in x and y), which was understood in the
Dutch community of mathematicians, and publicized by them.

New notation, for example ax3 + bx + c = 0, x3 = 9x + 28.

Descartes’ mathematics was used by Newton and Leibniz in the
1660s and 1670s in the development of differential and integral
calculus.



Arithmetics books in the Dutch language start in the
Roman Catholic southern Netherlands, now Belgium.

First arithmetic book
printed in Brussels (1508).
Later arithmetic books
were printed in Gent and
Antwerpen, the economic
center of the Netherlands.

Antwerpen in 1572



The first Dutch mathematics books printed in the
protestant Northern Netherlands

this was a simple
arithmetics book by
Martinus Carolus Creszfelt
(German), Deventer 1555,
reprints Kampen 1557,
Rees 1577.

then the books written by
Claes Pieterszoon of
Deventer, the hero of this
story.
Born around 1540? moved
in 1567 to Amsterdam

Deventer in the sixteenth century



What was arithmetics like in 1557? from Creszfelt’s book

Addition,
subtraction,
multiplication and
division using the
symbols,
1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,0
also with fractions



Also reckoning “on the lines”

Origin of this system: Roman
computation with pebbles =
calculi (whence our word
calculus)

In the 16th century this was done
by little coins (on a
computorium, Frans comptoir)

Example: 3654 guilders 9 shilling
5 pence minus 2869 guilders 17
shilling 14 pence is 784 guilders
12 shilling 6 pence



Creszfelt wrote in a funny mixture of Dutch and German:
see the poem at the end on how to do mathematics
(Konst).

Eyn Phylosophus in Greken Landt
Voer olden tyden Plato ghenant /
Tekent an / dat oeveninge
sonder Const,
Verloren is / unde gaer omme
sonst:
Der gelycken Konst sonder
oeveninge twaer
Eygentlick nichtes is / verswindet
gaer.

A Philosopher in Greece
called Plato in the old days
notes that practice without art
(of mathematics)
is lost and in vain
Similarly, art (mathematics)
without practice
is nothing and vanishes



Claes Pietersz van Deventer (ca. 1540- 1602) and his alter
ego Nicolaus Petri Daventriensis

Nicolaus Petri: author

Claes Pietersz: bookseller and
school master



Claes Pietersz of Deventer (ca, 1540-1602) had engravings
of himself made by Hendrik Goltzius, Haarlem

1583 1595



Claes Pietersz of Deventer, detail 1

1583 1595



Claes Pietersz van Deventer, detail 2

quadrant, 1583
quadrant, 1595



Claes Pietersz van Deventer’s first math book: an
arithmetics book published in 1567

This appeared after his
emigration from Deventer to
Amsterdam

Standard contents, weights and
measures of Amsterdam



Claes Pietersz van Deventer, Arithmetic book 1567

Printed in civilité-font.
150 pp.

Signed by his alter ego Nicolaus
Petri Daventriensis.



Claes Pietersz van Deventer, Main work 1583: Practique

Four parts:
1. Arithmetic
2. Algebra (first book on algebra
in the Dutch language)
3. Geometrical computations
(first book on the subject in the
Dutch language)
4. Accounting
Total more than 650 pp.
Much material taken over from
foreign sources (German, French)
- he says so.



Claes Pietersz van Deventer, Practique

First edition 1583
Second edition 1591. Print run
525 copies
Edition 1598 [there is one copy in
Göttingen, digitized for me, 2024]
Reprint 1605 (posthumous)
Reprint 1635 (posthumous)
Enormously influential in the
Netherlands.

1605 with the new engraving



Claes Pietersz van Deventer, Practique, The Disaster of
1596!

Pirated edition! (so it seems that
algebra and geometry were
considered good business)

Without his permission printed in
Alkmaar, sold in Haarlem by
Barent Barentz.
(worker in the press where the
1591 editon was printed)

note the fake engraving



Claes Pietersz van Deventer, Practique

1591 with signature
1596 pirated edition without
signature



Claes Pietersz van Deventer, Practique: the pirated edition
was unfortunately very good

1591: real 1596: pirated



Claes Pietersz van Deventer, Pratique, 1591

Algebra: more than in our
highschools, but other concepts
than the modern ones (basicallly
old Arabic algebra).
His examples are very good:
1 cube is equal to 9 thing + 28
Modern (Descartes):
x3 = 9x + 28



Claes Pietersz van Deventer, Pratique, 1591

x3 = 9x + 28.
Recipe: take half the number
which stands on its own: 1

2 times
28 is 14. Remember this.
Take 1

3 times the number of
things (x) 1

3 times 9 is 3. Take
the cube of this (27) Subtract
from the square of 14, that is,
196. We obtain 196-27=169.
Also remember this.
Now we have the two numbers
14 and 169.
Now take
3
√
14 +

√
169 +

3
√

14−
√
169

=3+1=4)
This is the solution.



Claes Pietersz van Deventer, Pratique, 1591

Why is x3 = 9x + 28 a “nice”
problem?
If x3 = ax + b we have

x = 3

√
(b2 ) +

√
(b2 )

2 − ( a3)
3 +

3

√
(b2 )−

√
(b2 )

2 − ( a3)
3

If a = 9, b = 28
3
√

14 +
√
169 +

3
√

14−
√
169

=3+1=4

(b2 )
2 − ( a3)

3 is a rational square
n2 (here n = 13)
b
2 ± n are cubes of rational
numbers.



Claes Pietersz van Deventer, Pratique

the parts on algebra and
geometry were a collation (
“collatie” )
of material by French and
German, by authors from
Germany and Antwerpen.

Valentin Mennher, Coignet,
Symon Jacob, etc. etc.



Did he understand what he took over? Yes! You can see
this in some controversies.

Willem Goudaen, arithmetics
teacher in Haarlem, attached in
1581 this problem to the door of
a church
Prize for a correct solution: 1 jug
of wine.

Consider a field ABCD with a
right angle at C .
Given: AB = 8,BC = 5,CD =
16,DA = 12.
To compute the perpendicular
AE and the surface area.



First act. The answers by Claes Pietersz and Goudaen.

Goudaen:

AE = 3119
562 +

√
2544215

78961

Claes Pietersz: AE =√
35276445

315844 +
√
1054 395520866

6234839521

Claes did not receive his jug of
wine, and Goudaen did not even
let him in in his office.



Act 2: Claes proposed a new and much more difficult
problem to Goudaen

We have a field ABCDE with
two right angles at A and B.
Given AB = 8 +

√
972,

BC =
√
1728,CD =

√
152,

DE =
√

1420 +
√
150528,

EA =
√
192.

To compute the perpendicular
DH (and some other things)

Act 3: Goudaen attached this
problem in 1583 to the door of a
church and claimed that he had
invented it himself!



Act 4: Problem solved by Claes Pietersz in the Practique,
1591.

We have a field ABCDE with
two right angles at A and B.
Given AB = 8 +

√
972,

BC =
√
1728,CD =

√
152,

DE =
√

1420 +
√
150528,

EA =
√
192.

To compute the perpendicular
DH.



After a few pages of computation, Claes finds

DH = 8 +
√
1472.

We have a field ABCDE with
two right angles at A and B.
Given AB = 8 +

√
972,

BC =
√
1728,CD =

√
152,

DE =
√

1420 +
√
150528,

EA =
√
192.



Pracital applications in the Practique: 1 Wine gauging

Given a wine barrel which
is partly full. How to
correctly determine the
quantity of wine in it?

Answer: make a gauging
rod
How to make such a rod
(which can be used with
many types of barrrels)

Important for taxation

Valentin Mennher, 1565



Practical applications in the Practique: 2 Sundials
Important because mechanical
clocks in towers had to be
adjusted every few days.
Horizontal sundial is relatively
simple.
Vertical sundial is also relatively
simple, but only if it is oriented
precisely towards the south.

Photo: Sundial oriented towards
the south, made by Hendrik
Hollander
www.zonnewijzer.nl

NB the angles are not exactly
equal . . .
Table of sines necessary for the
computation.



Claes Pietersz, part of his table of sines (1589) ,
R=100000



Practical applications in the Practique: 2 Sundials

Sundial on vertical wall
oriented towards the East
or the West: also doable
needed: table of tangents.



Compare Claes Pietersz with modern

Sundial made by Hendrik
Hollander



Vertical sundial on wall with arbitrary orientation is more
difficult.

Geographical latitude 52o40′

(Amsterdam)
Vertical wall declining 29o58′

towards the West (from South) -
how come?

Pages of computation of Claes
Pietersz: if the sun is in Leo 7,
and a rod perpendicular to the
wall throws a vertical shadow if
the altitude of the sun is 53o30′,
then the wall declines 29o58′

towards the West.



Vertical sundial with arbitrary orientation: similar patterns

Hendrik Hollander, vertical
sundial declining towards the
East

Geographical latitude 52o40′

(Amsterdam)
Vertical wall declining towards
the West 29o58′.



Was this original work by Claes Pieterszoon?

The theory was not new (known
in what is now Belgium)
But Claes Pietersz had to redo
all the computations for the
latitude of Amsterdam 52o40′.

(He was criticized by the famous
Adriaan Anthoniszoon, fortress
designer, 1541-1620, who
computed π ≈ 355/113)



Why is Claes Pietersz important?

First extensive book in Dutch
language on algebra and
geometry

Used for generations

Was the beginnng of a
mathematical literature in the
Netherlands - so people who did
not know Latin could learn
mathematics and become part of
the Dutch mathematical
community.

Beginning in 1600 there were
mathematics curricula in Dutch
at two universities (Leiden,
Franeker).

Jan Beerntsen, sailor and a good
mathematician (1612).



Thanks for your attention!

See http://www.jphogendijk.nl
for a webpage on 16-th and 17th century Dutch mathematics and
separate webpages for arithmetics and Claes Pietersz.


