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[3] O. Veblen, Oswald Veblen Papers, US Library of Congress.

Working with manuscripts

Emmylou Haffner

In this talk, my aim is to give a number of methodological elements and tips to
navigate archival material, and in particular private manuscripts (e.g., notebooks,
drafts, etc.). In doing so, I was guided by two main considerations: the aspects
which intrigued and interested me most when I first started working with private
manuscripts, and – what I hope to be the main takeaway of the talk – the idea
that in studying such manuscripts, everything matters, no detail is insignificant.

To give a number of theoretical pointers, I use examples of manuscripts from a
selection of authors from the 18th to the 20th century: G. W. Leibniz (Leibniz-
Archiv, GWLB), Bernhard Riemann (Cod. Ms. B. Riemann, SUB Göttingen),
Richard Dedekind (Cod. Ms. R. Dedekind, SUB Göttingen), David Hilbert (Cod.
Ms. D. Hilbert, SUB Göttingen), Élie Cartan (Fonds 36J, Académie des sciences de
Paris), and Oswald Veblen (MSS 44016, Library of Congress), as well as Georges-
Louis Le Sage [3], and Gabriel Cramer [17]. The talk addresses mainly modern
manuscripts (as opposed to ancient and medieval ones). It relies largely on the
assumption that we are taking texts to be historical objects, situated in space
and time. Mathematical texts are not mere means of transportation for an ab-
stract, fixed meaning, but tools on and with which mathematicians work,1 which
is particularly true of manuscripts.

To work with manuscripts, it is useful (maybe even indispensable) to use meth-
ods from textual studies and material history. Although developed outside of his-
tory of mathematics, methods from philology and codicology are particularly fruit-
ful for the analysis of manuscripts. There are no (so far!) developed theory of
philology or codicology for scientific texts,2 and it is the historian of mathematics’
task to appropriate these methods so as to make the best use of them for our work.
This talk highlights some of the main points worth paying attention to from that
point of view.

1. Material and codicological analysis of manuscripts

Material, formal, spatial, scriptural elements are all important to interpret a
manuscript. While they are just steps in the analysis and description of the doc-
ument, they are important ones, as they can give clues about dating, chronology,
or circulation of the manuscript.

The structure and format(s) of the document testify of specific practices, and
constrain the writing and the writing choices. A (far from exhaustive) selection of
examples gives an idea of the variety that can be encountered, and the many inter-
esting issues that can arose. [3] provides a very peculiar example with G.-L. Sage’s

1See [8] for such methodological statements.
2This is not to say that no codicological analysis have ever been done scientific texts, of

course. See [9] for a fascinating example.
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use of playing cards for his notes. While more standard, the case of notebooks is
also quite rich: are the notebooks organized thematically? chronologically? Exam-
ples, here, focus on Cartan3 but [1, 16, 15] (among other) can provide additional
insights. Finally, authors working on slips of paper and loose sheets are considered,
with cases from Leibniz’s and Dedekind’s archives.4

Such material elements are important to complement the contentual analysis
that historians of mathematics know well how to do. They can give clues about a
vast number of questions, such as:

– Who is writing? Are there changes in pens and/or handwriting?
– When was the manuscript written? Dating clues can be observed in re-
used papers or watermarks, for example, but this should be used carefully.

– For who was it written? “Private manuscripts”, not intended for anyone’s
eyes but their author’s, are a particular type of manuscript to work with,
as they often do not obey all the norms of writing to which we are used. As
such, they can be more di�cult but also more interesting. Here, methods
from genetic criticism can be useful.5

– What is the chronology of writing? [17] provides a beautiful example.

2. Focus on lecture notes

Reading notes and lecture notes are a specific type of private manuscript which
is of interest to us, since we are working on (at least one of) Veblen’s lecture note-
book on the foundations of geometry from 1901. History of science has investigated
the question of reading and lecture notes rather extensively (although history of
mathematics is noticeably absent from most of these studies) and provides great
methodological insights.6

The first, and maybe most important, aspect of such notes is what [18] calls
“several enunciative instances”, namely the fact that there are at least two voices:
that of the person who takes notes, and that of the text or speaker on which
notes are taken. In addition, it should be underlined, still following [18], that what
should guide the analysis of lecture (or reading) notes is the study of “the writing
operations that govern the processes of formation, transmission and appropriation
of (. . . ) concepts”.

A number of specificities should be taken into account when analysing lecture
notes – some relevant to Veblen’s notebook, some less so. For example:

– Who is writing? Are there several scriptors?
– What is the lecturer’s status?
– What are the scriptor’s objectives?
– Which writing acts can be observed? (e.g., underlining, titles, numbering,
modifications of the text, rewriting, annotations, . . . )

– What formal diversity can be observed?

3See [12].
4See [13, 14] on Dedekind, [10] (among others) on Leibniz’s mathematical manuscripts.
5See [11], for example.
6See, for example, [2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 18, 19].
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– Is there a publication planned?
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“The patriarch of the Judeo-Italian intellectuals longing for the
embrace with Uncle Sam”: Veblen and the Italian Refugees

Erika Luciano

The so-called Measures for the defense of the race (5 September-17 November
1938) in Italy led to mass migrations, not only of scholars and intellectuals, but
of some 6,000 individuals of Jewish descent from all walks of life, forced to leave


