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 The Gadfly hopes you have had a 

restless holiday full of unfulfilled yearning 
and ennui in the face of the desire to be 
productive. We wish this as a curse upon 
the protestants and their work ethic, who 
arrived at Plymouth Rock, started a series 
of wars with their neighbors, and plastered 
over their violence with this past Holiday.       

- The Gadfly

From the Editors:

On writing an Open Letter 
to my Senators

Rose Pelham A‘20 Just before the week of Thanksgiving, I 
wrote my Senators an open letter urging 
them to remove Trump from office 
through impeachment. At the time of 
writing––several days later––I still have 
limited knowledge of whether or not 
this letter will be published, and as to 
what effect, if any, it may have. None-
theless, it represents a rather extreme 
effort to communicate with my Senators 
as to what actions represent me as their 
constituent.
 My open letter would be the 
fourth letter I have sent to both my 
senators on the same subject since the 
beginning of the impeachment inquiry. 
Each of these letters, or rather, emails, 
I have written individually and with 
great care to make them as persuasive as 
possible. I could have sent pre-written 
emails instead, but to do so would go 
against my sense of individuality and 
pride––not to mention hubris––as a 
writer.
  For this effort, I have received 
a handful of responses, all pre-written, 
and for the most part, all perfectly iden-
tical to each other. Only one reply––
which was no less a stock response––
had any tangential relevancy to my 
words insofar as it was a generic state-
ment on impeachment. None of this has 
amounted to anything approximating 
a conversation, and it would be absurd 
to expect that there was ever a chance 
it would. We generally take for granted 
that our representatives have no time 
for our communications with them, and 
there is no lack of truth in this. How 
could one be expected to maintain a 
thousand individual correspondences 
across email with any degree of real at-
tention?  Even the assistants and interns 
tasked with the work only engage in it 
part time.
 A friend of mine, who has 
interned in the offices of politicians, 
tells me that all communications from 
constituents, regardless of medium, 

are taken by the politician’s staff, and 
converted into numerical data. This is 
common knowledge, or not far from it, 
but the substitution of data for words 
is worth considering as if it were more 
novel than it has become. Data is a 
great homogenizer, which can convert 
any quantity of distinct instances, each 
different in innumerable ways, into a 
number of repetitions of the same event. 
A flood of emails in this way becomes 
a representation of the relative balance 
of constituents for or against a position 
on a given issue. The words on paper, 
regardless of their meaning or truth-
fulness, are irrelevant except insofar as 
they can be converted into a number. 
This homogenization really does strip 
away the individuality of one’s commu-
nications in such a way as to make them 
one amongst an indistinguishable mass, 
and consequently, eliminates their effect 
as words. This was why I turned to writ-
ing an open letter.
 Public communications with 
representatives, in contrast with “pri-
vate,” demand specific attention. This is 
in no way on account of any difference 
in the writing, but only because of their 
appearing in public, where they present 
themselves for all to see and, at least 
potentially, be persuaded. The only 
problem is that the opportunity to speak 
in public, or rather, have one’s writing 
appear there, is uncommon. This is not 
the same as writing on social media, 
which may be visible to a large number 
of people, but is never exactly public 
or private, but virtually always social. 
Rather, the primary way to appear in 
public, in a society as large as ours and 
where in-person community meetings 
are generally impractical, is through the 
news. 
 The news, regardless of the me-
dium by which it is broadcast, is truly 
the most public space we have, even, 
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Yunju in Places - McDowell Great Hall
 Now, take a moment and think 
about it: what is the first image that 
pops into your head when you think 
about St. John’s College?
 My first party at St. John’s 
College was The Achilles Rager, which 
occurred in McDowell Great Hall. 
At first, I was not sure if some of my 
dance moves would be appropriate for 
Great Hall since there were these great 
men looking at me from their por-
traits. Only after I found that the real-
ity already took care of it and covered 
their eyes with fire shaped post-it, I felt 
more comfortable being myself there.  
 Last September, I went to my 
last Achilles Rage, finally, as a senior. 
There was a change in the wall of 
McDowell Great Hall: we got one more 
portrait, another beautiful, thought-
ful, and intellectual person who just 
happened to be a white male. Whoever 
met our past president, Mr. Nelson, 
knows that he is so much more than 
a mere white male. I truly appreciated 
his work and his care for the com-
munity. Without him or other past 
presidents, I would not have been able 
to get the education that I am getting 
today. However, when he is next to all 
the other great men in the hall, it is 
hard not to notice the pattern in how 
these great men looked like; I am not 
the only one who is noticing it.
 One of my favorite parts of 
working at Admissions is giving tours. 
It is always pleasant to share what we 
are doing here and meet people who 
are as excited as I am about the pro-
gram. For my tour, the last stop is often 
McDowell Great Hall. For me, the hall 
is somewhat physically, but also emo-
tionally, the center of our college. It is 
where we lined up for the first time as 
fellow johnnies on our convocation 
day. It is where we painfully endured 
each other’s singing every Thursday 
morning, not to mention the beautiful 
moment of singing Sicut Cervus all 
together at the end of the collegium. 
I try not to forget mentioning each of 

these moments to prospective stu-
dents. Then they (usually not the kids 
but their parents for some reason) say 
‘Huh! Lots of white men!’
 They never say it in an accusa-
tory fashion.  It is simply what they no-
tice.   I tell them how they looked like 
is not the point here. The important 
thing is what they did and the commu-
nity they built. Indeed, despite some 
prospective students’ concern on our 
program being too limited in a sense it 
covers only the development of “west-
ern” thought and there are very few 
non-male authors, St. John’s College is 
where I learned how to articulate why 
“the thing you just did was sexist and 
why I am not allowing that is happen-
ing in my life”. We learn and grow up 
by questioning building our own ideas 
with the help of texts. At the end of 
four years, what we are gaining is more 
the mere sum of books we read.
 Still, what they see does not 
change, neither what we see. It is 
something to think about. Merely 
looking at the picture of French Fries 
made me go to a coffee shop and get 
some between my 1 pm class and 2:20 
class (I am not proud of that incident). 
Image matters; what we see shapes our 
thoughts. Now, what kind of thoughts 
does our current image of McDowell 
Great Hall bring us?
 What do we want to see at the 
heart of our college? What is the core 
of our community and what is the 
value that gathered us together? What 
do we want our college to look like in 
10 years? Does the current image of 
McDowell Great Hall go with your an-
swers? Whichever answers we have for 
these questions, we must be mindful 
that those images we put in the great 
hall have the power of shaping our 
today and our future. t

Yunju Park A‘20

perplexingly, more so than the internet. 
Specifically, the news is our space of 
public appearances, since it relates di-
rectly with whatever is the most imme-
diately relevant to its audience, which 
is all of society. For this very reason, 
it is where our political debates take 
place and opinion pieces disseminated, 
and not just the location where current 
events are written down for posterity. 
It operates as the center of a polis that 
is too large to have a physical gathering 
place at the heart of it. 
 Getting into the news, even for 
one who already has a partial presence 
there, is difficult, if one aims to write it, 
as opposed to being its subject. News-
papers and websites tend to prefer those 
who are already known to their pages, 
since strangers are always somewhat 
risky: you never know when they might 
say something embarrassing. At the 
same time, smaller newspapers are 
becoming less common as more and 
more of them are destroyed for the 
profit of their apathetic owners. For 
this reason, it seems we live in a society 
where speaking in the public realm, 
as opposed to being seen in it, really 
is inaccessible to the vast majority––a 
rather peculiar feature for a democracy, 
if a commonplace one.
 In all likelihood, my letter will 
not be published, since one newspaper 
has rejected it already, and the other has 
not replied. In a few days, I will proba-
bly try again with a new letter updated 
to reflect the changes in the political sit-
uation and, hopefully, be more appeal-
ing to newspapers where I hope it might 
appear in print. 
 The fact that I have a chance at 
publishing an open letter, and there-
fore subjecting my representatives to 
my public speech, is itself an immense 
privilege. It means that I may be able 
to engage them as an individual whose 
words matter more than mere data, 
in distinction to being one amongst a 
mass of indistinct constituents, as I have 
been. I wonder: what does it mean to 
live in a society where one must commit 
to painstaking effort in order to ascend 
to a political individuality in this way?t 
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Radio Address
Chris Krueger In recent weeks, sub-

stantial changes have arisen in 
the structure of intercollegiate 
NCAA sports. What might this 
have to do with our small but 
mighty college? Read on! 
 The principal NCAA 
change is that participants in 
NCAA sports will in the near 
future be eligible for financial 
compensation for use of their 
likenesses etc. Previously, this 
had been forbidden, and there 
was much controversy about the 
restriction. Some considered it 
inherently exploitative for col-
leges to make millions off sports 
programs without formally 
compensating the athletes. The 
counter-argument was often 
made that the reason for the 
compensation restriction was to 
preserve the amateur essence of 
college sports, and that this es-
sence was important, in part, for 
preserving eligibility for partici-
pation in the Olympics. 
 This amateurism ar-
gument has, for quite a while, 
been clearly absurd, and any-
one paying attention could see 
significant professionalization 
in collegiate athletics. In fact, 
around this time of year in 1938, 
St. John’s College President 
Barr delivered the radio address 
transcribed below which cited 
the professionalization of colle-
giate athletics as one reason why 
the college would be withdraw-
ing from intercollegiate sports, 
despite significant accomplish-
ment—including undefeated 

seasons—in both intercollegiate 
football and lacrosse. I submit 
the text below in part for its 
relevance to the current events 
described above, but also because 
of the context it provides regard-
ing the early days of our present 
athletic program.

Intercollegiate Athletics
Stringfellow Barr, President St. 

John’s College
Radio Address, Nov. 20, 1938

 
 I propose to discuss an 
important step which St. John’s 
College has taken within the past 
ten days. Many of those who are 
listening to me, including alumni 
members of the College, will by 
now almost certainly have been 
told by somebody that the Col-
lege administration has abolished 
athletics. Those who believed 
this statement should, it seems 
to me, be gravely disturbed. I 
think I ought promptly to dis-
abuse them. To keep the record 
straight, I shall therefore first 
state the facts. Athletics have not 
been abolished, but the College 
has decided that after the close 
of the present academic session, 
athletic facilities will be in-
creased and at the same time will 
be placed on a strictly intramural 
basis.
 I am explaining tonight 
why significant changes have 
been announced in the athletic 
system at St. John’s, to take effect 
next September; but in explain-
ing these changes I am discussing 

liberal education in a democracy.
 The system of intercol-
legiate athletics which has de-
veloped during the past twenty 
years will no longer support the 
prime purpose of a liberal col-
lege. I suppose I ought to have 
foreseen this, but I didn’t. Cer-
tainly, there have been enough 
Carnegie reports, enough mag-
azine articles by candid writers 
like John Tunis to convince men 
of my generation that we are 
sheer sentimentalists and ignora-
muses if we suppose that inter-
collegiate athletics are the same 
thing we remember from twenty 
years back. They do things better 
now, with Rose Bowls, Cotton 
Bowls, and Sugar Bowls; with 
costly equipment, transconti-
nental journeys, and big money; 
with costly coaches and costly 
quarterbacks. I knew all this. 
The first thing I learned about 
athletics on arrival at St. John’s 
was that we were booked to play 
our unnatural rivals—Army and 
NYU—in an effort to keep down 
the high cost of modern athletics 
by earning a good “gate.” But still 
I thought it might be possible to 
adapt intercollegiate athletics to 
educational ends, to pare down 
schedules, to decline with thanks 
such games as Army and NYU, 
and to protect the coaches from 
criticism if they lost games by 
refusing to hire athletes. I was 
mistaken.
 The thing that taught 
me I was mistaken was what 
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happened when intercollegiate 
athletics collided with a curric-
ulum that really required work. 
Yet I should have known this by 
analogy. I had known countless 
students who withdrew from 
intercollegiate athletics when 
they entered medical or other 
professional work. They with-
drew because they knew, along 
with everybody else, that you 
have to study to earn an M.D. 
while ordinarily you don’t have 
to study to earn a B.A. The un-
dergraduate fills in his idle time 
with athletics, which at its most 
professionalized is a lot better 
thing to fill idle time with than 
some other things I know. But 
suppose there isn’t any idle time? 
Suppose there is just enough 
leisure time for healthful outdoor 
games? Then every athletic trip 
becomes a crisis and not what 
is known as an “athletic excuse.” 
For students who are really doing 
serious work know without being 
told that you can’t “make up” 
for something you should have 
learned but didn’t, by using the 
magic word “excuse.” An excuse 
may square you with the Dean. 
It won’t convert ignorance into 
knowledge. There is no reason 
on this round earth why securing 
a liberal education in an under-
graduate college should be a less 
serious business than acquiring 
a medical education in a medical 
school. But if it is a serious busi-
ness, then it had better steer clear 
of another very serious business, 
indeed a highly organized “big” 
business: intercollegiate athletics. 
For this big business has its own 
exigencies: those who won’t meet 

them had better keep out.
 That big business sub-
stitutes spectator psychosis for 
actual participation, cheering 
sections for playing teams, an 
orgy of sports-goods equipment 
for costumes fit to have fun in, 
large business staffs with long-
term schedules for the old-time 
impromptu challenge of natural 
antagonists, monotonous phys-
ical drill for learning to play 
by playing, pressure from fel-
low-students for zest to play, the 
exhibitionism of star performers 
for the satisfaction of playing 
well because it is more fun to 
play a game well than badly. The 
sum total of these things is hyste-
ria, lost motion, the death of the 
amateur spirit, and an athletic 
system that competes with study 
instead of supplementing and 
strengthening it.
 We have all known these 
things for years, unless we have 
been ostriches or Rip Van Win-
kles. But I repeat, they don’t 
prove fatal so long as undergrad-
uate education is run in low gear. 
In fact, I should insist again that, 
so long as education is run in low 
gear, these things are better than 
idleness. But there is something 
better still, and that something is 
amateur athletics—amateur ath-
letics of a quality no college can 
achieve so long as it is meshed 
in with the new kind of athletics, 
the big-business kind. 
 The educational program 
now going on at St. John’s must 
have the support of amateur 
athletics. It must have it, because 
amateur athletics is rich in terms 
of health, recreation, skill, and 

co-ordination. To get that sup-
port, it will expand its intramu-
ral athletics. More varieties of 
sport will be offered and more 
facilities. Our colleges are often 
abusively called country clubs. 
I want to see St. John’s offer the 
sort of athletic facilities a good 
country club offers. Every game 
we now play we shall continue 
to play, except that the six-man 
football we started this year will 
replace the standard game. In ad-
dition we want to expand water 
sports, with particular empha-
sis on sailing. The alumni have 
already given us one sailboat; we 
shall acquire five more.
 A tutor with wide athlet-
ic experience will be placed in 
charge, but he will need a num-
ber of student assistants. To se-
cure good assistants, we propose 
to offer athletic scholarships. In 
my own limited experience, this 
will be the first legitimate use to 
which athletic scholarships have 
been put by an American college. 
I think you may rest assured 
there will be plenty of excellent 
candidates. I hope you will help 
me find the best candidates.
 Sooner or later, I hope 
sooner, the present system of 
semi-professionalized intercol-
legiate athletics will hang itself. 
When it does, the problems that 
caused us to take our present 
stand will disappear. When it 
does, we shall doubtless play 
games with other colleges as nat-
urally as such games were once 
played. Meanwhile athletics at St. 
John’s will be for the student, not 
the student for athletics. t
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  The first part of this commen-
tary (Gadfly XLI, No. 4, Nov. 6, 2019) 
began with Jesus’ claim that he comes 
not to destroy but to “fulfill” the law, and 
put as a first question what He means 
by “law.”  In this part, I begin to inquire 
what he means by “fulfill.”  I consider 
here the first two of the six pairings Jesus 
makes in Mt. 5.21-48, comparing the 
new law and the old (“what was said by 
them of old time,” v. 21, or simply “what 
has been said,” vv. 31, 43).
 The topics addressed are mur-
der, adultery, marriage, telling the truth, 
retaliation, and love of enemies.  What is 
the principle of order of this sequence?  
A preliminary observation:  the last 
injunction, love your enemies, may be 
the most demanding.  Cain did not 
love Abel, nor Jacob, Esau; so, too, with 
Joseph and his brethren.  
 How can Jesus suppose it pos-
sible to love our enemies when we feel 
murderous hatred even for those from 
the same womb?  (Cf. Augustine, Con-
fessions, I.6-7, on the sins of his infancy).  
This list begins with the harsh truth that 
of all God’s creatures (Gen. 1.20-28), 
man alone kills his own kind not for food 
but out of hatred.  It ends with the im-
plausible proposal to turn human nature 
upside down:
 “Love your enemies, bless them 
that curse you, do good to them that hate 
you, and pray for them which despiteful-
ly use you, and persecute you.”  We may 
note in passing that this last item (love of 
enemies) has the same number of verses 
of explication and examples, six, as the 
first (murder).  As to the third, fourth, 
and fifth items, two verses address mar-
riage (31-32), and five are given to each 
of truth-telling (33-37) and retaliation 
(38-42).  
Jesus approaches the last injunction, that 
we demand of ourselves what seems im-
possible to achieve, through the five pairs 
of oppositions that precede.  The first is 
murder vs. anger without cause.  Old law:  
“Thou shalt not kill; whosoever shall kill 
shall be in danger of the judgment” (v. 
21).  New law:  “whosoever is angry with 
his brother without a cause shall be in 

danger of the judgment” (v. 22).  
 Is it in anger that murder be-
gins?  Is it simply happenstance that the 
first human crime in the Bible is Cain’s 
murder of Abel, and our oldest Greek 
poem begins with the rage of Achilles?  Is 
thumos, in all its forms and varieties, the 
primeval driving force of our lives?  
Dante proposes that those who lack it 
are not even worth punishing (Inferno 
3.31-51).   Aristotle suggests the spirited 
part of the soul has to be ruled as a father 
rules a son, by “chastisement and encour-
agement” (Ethics I.13.1102 b 29 et seq., 
Sachs tr.).  Augustine, as a grown man, 
has a love-hate relation with the rudi-
ments of reading, writing, and arithmetic 
he was, as a boy, beaten into learning—
an experience as hateful to him as learn-
ing Greek (Confessions I.13).  
 But “those first lessons were 
surer….  [For with them] I acquired the 
power to read what I find written and to 
write what I want to express ….”
 Anger; spiritedness; thumos; 
the irrational part of the soul:  whatever 
name we give it belongs to something we 
have without wanting or seeking, which 
we cannot live fruitfully without, but 
which is the source of our greatest crimes 
and may be the source of what we need 
for our greatest tasks.
 The second pairing is adultery 
vs. lust in the heart.  Old law:  “Thou 
shalt not commit adultery” (v. 27).  New 
law:  “whosoever looketh on a woman to 
lust after her hath committed adultery 
with her already in his heart” (v.28).  
 Cf. Job:  “I made a covenant 
with mine eyes; Why then should I think 
upon a maid?”  (31.1).  See, also, Inferno 
5.124-38, where Francesca, after it is too 
late for repentance, learns that the “first 
root” of her and Paolo’s illicit desire for 
one another was their reading together a 
story about the illicit love of Lancelot and 
Guinevere.
 The commandmant forbids 
the action.  Jesus teaches that the action 
begins with a seeing, with an itching of 
the eyes:  “and from the roof [David] 
saw a woman washing herself; and the 
woman was very beautiful to look upon”             

(II Sam. 11.2).
 In Aristotelian terms, Jesus puts 
thumos as the first problem, eros as the 
second.  For Paul, though, the primary 
problem seems to be the body’s carnal 
desires rather than the hatreds that fester 
in our souls.  Indeed his words can strike 
some readers as coming from a man who 
hates his body.  “For that which I do, I al-
low not:  for what I would, that do I not; 
but what I hate, that do I….  For I know 
that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth 
no good thing ….” (Rom. 7.14-15, 18).  
James, on the other hand, suggests that 
restraining our speech, that is, our angry 
words (see, e.g., Iliad, Book I), may be 
as hard, or harder even, than restraining 
our bodily appetites:
 “If any man among you seem to 
be religious, and bridleth not his tongue, 
but deceiveth his own heart, this man’s 
religion is vain….  Behold, we put bits in 
the horses’ mouths, that they may obey 
us; and we turn about their whole body.  
Behold also the ships, which though 
they be so great, and are driven of fierce 
winds, yet are they turned about with 
a very small helm, whithersoever the 
governor listeth.  Even so, the tongue is a 
little member, and boasteth great things.  
Behold, how great a matter a little fire 
kindleth!  And the tongue is a fire ….” 
(Letter of James, 1.26; 2.3-6).
 Both the old law and the new 
law address a permanent dilemma of 
our lives as human beings:  two powerful 
forces contend within us, and their war 
with one another gives us no rest.  The 
only escape, according to Dante, is to 
live “without infamy and without praise” 
(Inf. 3.34-36).  This is the life of cow-
ards, those who deserve nothing, neither 
blame nor reward, because they never 
risked anything, in either love or hate.  
 Christ the Judge says to Laodi-
cea:  “because thou are lukewarm, and 
neither cold nor hot, I will begin to vomit 
thee out of my mouth” (Apocrypha 3.15-
16).
 (To be continued). t

LAW IN MATTHEW’S GOSPEL, Part 2

William Braithwaite Tutor
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 The fall exhibition in the 
Mitchell Gallery features New Yorker 
cartoonist Mary Petty (1899-1976) and 
her husband Alan Dunn (1900-1971). 
Through the watercolor magazine cov-
ers, and crayon and ink cartoons, one 
can see how their work exemplifies the 
creative and pithy humor upon which 
the magazine’s reputation stands.
 Mary Petty began cartooning 
for The New Yorker in 1927, shortly 
after her marriage to fellow artist Alan 
Dunn. Dunn received training at the 
National Academy of Design and other 
venerable institutions, while Petty had 
no formal art training. It was Dunn’s 
encouragement that led Petty to submit 
her cartoons to the magazine. Petty was 
extremely shy, and it was reported that 
Petty was not personally seen in the New 
Yorker offices for several years upon first 
hiring.
 As Petty became more and more 
preoccupied with the upper class society 
who inhabited the brownstones and 
mansions that dotted New York’s Upper 
East Side, the lifestyle and attitudes of 
wealthy, ‘old money,’ and Victorian style 
society provided the grist for Petty’s 
keen observations. The life and quirks of 
Petty’s fictional “Peabody” family in this 
exhibition brings plenty to smile about. 
The dowager Mrs. Peabody and her obe-
dient and spirited maid, Fay, appear in 
various rooms and activities in the city 
brownstone mansion and the country 
estate. Fay is seen sneaking off to try her 
skills at archery, dancing undetected in 
another room (while Mrs. Peabody plays 
the French Rococo harpsichord), distort-
ing her reflection in polished silver, and 
other escapades of an era gone by.
 A sampling of Dunn’s cartoons 
is included in the exhibition to provide 
insight and context of his influence on 
Petty’s illustrations. While Dunn’s work 
focused on architectural lampoons and 
political/social satire, Petty’s humor 
was more attuned to women’s domestic 
and social issues. She created about 275 
cartoons and 38 covers, of which two 
cartoons and 30 covers are included in 
the exhibition. 

This Petty Place: The Life and Art of Mary Petty 
 Dunn was a prolific cartoonist 
whose creativity focused more on car-
toons—2,000 of them--with nine covers 
for The New Yorker. Dunn’s skillfully 
executed works give witness to how 
little the gauge in civilized behavior has 
moved over history. Just like the draw-
ings created over 75 years ago, we still 
worry about nuclear energy, too much 
“screen” time, money, and unreturned 
love. These works give us opportunity 
and permission to laugh about ourselves.
 The Mitchell Gallery was 
pleased to welcome former New York-
er cartoon editor Bob Mankoff as the 
guest lecturer for the Petty exhibition. 
His inside knowledge of the cartooning 
process provided an interesting back-
story on Petty and Dunn and how they 
continue to be much revered in the 
cartooning world. Mankoff quoted Lord 
Chesterfield, “The vulgar only laugh, but 
never smile; whereas well-bred people 

Lucinda Edinberg
often smile, but seldom laugh.” I hope 
you will see the exhibition, enjoy the 
beautiful artistry, laugh with a full heart, 
and change the world. 
 An after Seminar reception 
will be held on Thursday, December 5 
at 10 p.m. The gallery will be open and 
refreshments served through the gener-
osity of Mitchell Gallery members Peter 
Bungay and Deborah Coons. The exhibi-
tion, which is on loan from the Syracuse 
University Art Collection, remains on 
view through December 15.

 Lucinda Dukes Edinberg
      Art Educator, The Mitchell Gallery

Postscript: For those of you who knew 
the late SJC tutor, Mr. Elliott Zuckerman, 
a 1945 volume on Mary’s Petty’s work 
was donated to the Greenfield Library 
from his personal library.” t

Mary Petty, Fay Trying Archery, “The New Yorker,” cover illustration, July 15, 1950. Water-
color and ink on paper. Courtesy of the Syracuse University Art Collection.
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ACROSS PTOLEMY ON HORSEBACK
William Braithwaite Tutor With his hypothesis of uni-

form circular motion, Ptolemy can 
account for all the apparent changes 
of speed we observe in the heavenly 
bodies.
 According to this hypothe-
sis, the unequal length of days and 
nights during the course of a year, 
and the unequal length of the four 
seasons, are geometrically explain-
able by supposing that the sun’s 
daily path is parallel to the celestial 
equator, but that during the course 
of a year, these 365 movements 
cumulate to describe a path—the 
ecliptic—that is not parallel to the 
equator, but tilted 24 degrees to it.  
This tilt explains the unequal length 
of the seasons (III.3).
 Ptolemy proves that the 
sun’s appearances (daily and sea-
sonal changes of speed) can be 
explained by one circle or by two.  
One has a center that is not earth; it 
is “ek-centric” because its center is 
out of, away from, the center of the 
celestial sphere, which is earth.  The 
other circle is an epicycle on which 
the sun moves, while the epicycle 
itself is carried on a circle, the defer-
ent, concentric with the celestial 
sphere.
 As for the planets, they 
appear to change speeds in two 
ways, latitude (north and south) 
and longitude (east and west).  This 
fact obliges Ptolemy to combine 
the two models by putting the 
planets’ epicycles on deferents that 
are eccentric.  The combination 
is found to fall short, however, of 
explaining where the planets, at 
particular times, actually are, that 
is, in the zodiac (taken, here, to be 
un-moving).  Venus, for example, is 
several degrees away from the place 
Ptolemy’s epicycle on an eccentric 

deferent would put it.
 The hypothesis (uniform 
circular) motion thus requires a fur-
ther adaptation to what appear to 
be “the facts.”   Ptolemy proposes a 
third center, the equant, or equaliz-
ing, point, as the center of uniform 
speed.  The equant center is differ-
ent from the center of the eccentric 
deferent that carries the epicycle.
 Ptolemy’s application of 
geometry to astronomy, his effort to 
find a nomos, a law, for the heav-
enly bodies, requires us to imagine 
four circles (or maybe five) and 
their centers.  First, the center of the 
celestial sphere; for Ptolemy, this is 
the earth.  Second, the center of the 
eccentric deferent that is the center 
of motion; then the equant center, 
the center of uniform speed;  and 
also the moving center of the epicy-
cle that carries the planet.  
 His hypothesis, to fit all of 
what we observe, requires suppos-
ing that the planets stay always the 
same distance from two centers 
(that of the eccentric deferent and 
that of the epicycle), but that the 
epicycle’s uniformity of speed on 
the eccentric deferent is attributable 
to a different eccentric deferent, the 
equant circle.
 If the center of uniform 
distance (i.e., radii) is different from 
the center of uniform speed (the 
equant point), what is the relation 
between the distances and the 
speeds?
 If the movements of the 
heavenly bodies are indeed uni-
form, or “regular” (according to 
a rule), should not their apparent 
speeds be proportional to their 
distances from us?  But without 
some unit of measurement, we can 
number those distances only rati-

ometrically (diameter, 120 parts; 
circumference, 360).
 Central to Ptolemy’s astron-
omy, his nomos of the stars, is his  
correlation of speeds (greatest, least, 
mean) with places on the circles of 
revolution (apogee, perigee, op-
position).  This correlation, of the 
phenomena of speeds and places, 
with circles representing the spheres 
that carry the bodies, presents the 
heavens as the place of an order 
that is both intelligible and mathe-
matically beautiful.  Are its beauty 
and its mathematical intelligibility 
somehow one and the same?
 Copernicus will call what 
Ptolemy has presented us a “mon-
ster” (Preface).   He will show us 
that speeds “falsify” the order of the 
planets (I.10).  But his re-arrange-
ment, the heliocentric hypothesis, 
keeps Ptolemy’s circles, almost 
(V.4).  Then Kepler will show us that 
the orbits are really not circles at 
all, but ellipses, and that in conse-
quence, what matters is areas, not 
lines (i.e., distances).
 Today we take for granted 
the truth of what Copernicus and 
Kepler (and Galileo and Newton) 
have shown about the motions of 
the heavenly bodies.  We might 
ask these questions:  why did these 
discoveries require the work of 1700 
years?  And does Ptolemy’s demon-
stration that the heavenly motions 
are mathematically intelligible stand 
on the same level with his succes-
sors who worked out the mathe-
matics more precisely?  Why do we 
believe precision matters so much?  
Does number rule all? t


