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A Centennial Celebration 
of Two Great Scholars:
Heiberg’s Translation of the Lost Palimpsest  
of Archimedes—1907
Heath’s Publication on Euclid’s Elements—1908

Shirley B. Gray

T
he 1998 auction of the “lost” palimp-
sest of Archimedes, followed by col-
laborative work centered at the Walters 
Art Museum, the palimpsest’s newest 
caretaker, remind Notices readers of 

the herculean contributions of two great classical 
scholars. Working one century ago, Johan Ludvig 
Heiberg and Sir Thomas Little Heath were busily 
engaged in virtually “running the table” of great 
mathematics bequeathed from antiquity. Only 
World War I and a depleted supply of manuscripts 
forced them to take a break. In 2008 we as math-
ematicians should honor their watershed efforts to 
make the cornerstones of our discipline available 
to even mathematically challenged readers.

Heiberg
In 1906 the Carlsberg Foundation awarded 300 
kroner to Johan Ludvig Heiberg (1854–1928), a 
classical philologist at the University of Copenha-
gen, to journey to Constantinople (present day Is-
tanbul) to investigate a palimpsest that previously 
had been in the library of the Metochion, i.e., the 
“daughter” or “sharing” house of the Church of the 
Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem. Heiberg’s proposal 
to the foundation was to make photographs of a 
“damaged and readable, but very hard to decipher” 
Byzantine Greek work on vellum. Over its thousand 
year history, the palimpsest had journeyed be-
tween these two Greek Orthodox church libraries. 
Indeed, the overscript is a euchologion most likely 
written near the turn of the thirteenth century by 
a priest of the church. Today the palimpsest con-

tains four illuminated 
plates, presumably of 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, 
and John.

Heiberg was emi-
nently qualified for  
support from a foun-
dation. His stature as a 
scholar in the interna-
tional community was 
such that the University 
of Oxford had awarded 
him an honorary doc-
torate of literature in 
1904. His background in  
languages and his pub-

lications were impressive. His first language was 
Danish but he frequently published in German. 
He had publications in Latin as well as Arabic. But 
his true passion was classical Greek. In his first 
position as a schoolmaster and principal, Heiberg 
insisted that his students learn Greek and Greek 
mathematics—in Greek. Indeed, he made his  
debut into public life at the age of thirty when  
he led a movement to require the study of Greek  
in all Danish schools. He even founded a Greek  
social society that continued until after his 
death.

He had entered Copenhagen University as a 
young man of fifteen and immediately took up 
mathematics, Greek, and classic philology. He com-
pleted his doctoral work at the inordinately young 
age of twenty-five with a thorough, very meticulous 
chronology of the works of Archimedes. He was 
especially attracted to The Sand-Reckoner problem 
dealing with the number of grains of sand needed 
to fill the universe. His capstone graduation trip 
was naturally to Italy to investigate more deeply 
the background of his dissertation, Quœstiones 
Archinedeœ.
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