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1. Introduction

Welcome to Prague — the capital of the Czech Republic, called the
“City of a Hundred Towers”, located in central Europe, and designated
as a World Heritage site by UNESCO. Many famous mathematicians,
physicists and astronomers have spent here very fruitful and creative
years, and left unforgettable traces in Prague, in particular, Giordano
Bruno, Tycho Brahe, Johannes Kepler, Bernard Bolzano, August Cauchy,
Niels Henrik Abel, Christian Doppler, Ernst Mach, Albert Einstein and
his mathematical colleague Georg Pick who was one of the people who
taught him the tensor calculus. During their stays in Prague the above-
mentioned scientists developed several fundamental mathematical and
physical theories and engaged in related activities. For instance, in the
beginning of the 17th century Kepler formulated the first two of his three
laws of planetary motion based on Tycho Brahe’s observations. In the
first half of the 19th century Bolzano constructed a nondifferentiable
continuous function (of a fractal character) and wrote a treatise on infinite
sets entitled Paradoxes of infinity (1851). In 1842 Doppler, professor of
mathematics at the Prague Technical University, first lectured about his
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Map of the Old Town in the center of Prague
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effect (later called the Doppler effect) at Charles University at Ovocny
trh (see Figure 1). Einstein, while a professor of theoretical physics at
the Prague German University, worked on his theory of general relativity
in 1911-1912. The famous Czech writer Karel Capek invented the term
“robot” in Prague. Before briefly detailing plaques, statues, and other
memorials to these personalities of Prague at the end of this paper, we
discuss some unexpected mathematics associated with a prominent

building at the heart of the Old Town Square of Prague.

In the center of Old Town in Prague (see Figures 1 and 2), there
is an astronomical clock (called “orloj” in the Czech language and
horologe in English) — an interesting rarity often visited by many
tourists, not only mathematical tourists. We found that there is a
surprising connection between this clock and triangular numbers. In this
article we take notice of special properties of these numbers that make

the regulation of the bellworks more precise.

Fig 2. B3R R IAT 494 B
Location of the astronomical clock at the Old Town Square
(Staroméstské nameésti)

The mathematical model of the astronomical clock of Prague was
invented by Jan Ondiejav, called Sindel (Joannes Andreae, cca 1375—
1456), a professor at Prague University founded in 1348 by the Emperor
Charles IV. In 1410, Sindel was the rector there. The astronomical clock
was realized by the skilled clockmaker Mikulas (Nicholas) from Kadan
in 1410, i.e., exactly 600 years ago.

The astronomical clock of Prague is placed inside an almost 60
m high tower of the Old Town City Hall. The clock has two large dial-
plates on the south wall of the tower (see Figure 3). Over the centuries
the construction of the clock has been renovated several times, for
example, by the clockmaker Jan from Ruze (called Master Hanus)
around 1490. A memorial plaque devoted to the creators of the clock is

on the left of the lower dial-plate.

The upper dial-plate of the astronomical clock is an astrolabe

controlled by a clockwork mechanism. It represents a stereographic
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The dial-plates of the astronomical clock of Prague
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Fig. 4 R Ahey E4v&
The upper dial-plate of the astronomical clock

projection of the celestial sphere from its North Pole
onto the tangent plane passing through the South
Pole. The center of the dial-plate thus corresponds to
the South Pole of the celestial sphere. The smallest
interior circle around the South Pole illustrates the
Tropic of Capricorn, whereas the exterior circle
illustrates the Tropic of Cancer. The concentric circle
between them corresponds to the equator of the
celestial sphere (see Fig 4).

An important property (known already to

Ptolemy) of the stereographic projection is:

Any circle on the sphere which does not pass
through the North Pole is mapped onto a circle as
well.

Therefore, the ecliptic on the celestial sphere
is projected on a circle, which is represented by
the gilded ring with zodiac signs along the ecliptic.
However, its center is not the South Pole, but the ring
eccentrically rotates around this pole (see Figure 4).
The astronomical clock also shows the approximate
position of the Sun on the ecliptic, the motion of the
Moon and its phases, and the rising, culmination and
setting of the Sun, the Moon and zodiac signs.

The gilded solar hand indicates the Central-
European time (CET) in the ring of Roman numerals.
Note that the difference between CET and the original
Prague local time is only 138 seconds. The clock-
hand with a small gilded asterisk shows the sidereal

time (see Figure 4). Twenty four golden Arabic
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Fig. 5 ZAY693F A (B @A ZAF S K de+ At Le It 4615 4F)
A detail of the main clock. The three large concentric gears
behind are from the beginning of the 15th century

numerals are used for the ancient Czech time measured from sunset.
Twelve black Arabic numerals denote planetary hours of the Babylonian
time measured from sunrise.

The black circular area at the bottom of the dial-plate corresponds
to the astronomical night, when the Sun is lower than 18° below horizon.
The brown area stands for twilight (AVRORA in the morning and
CREPVSCVLVM in the evening). Sunrise is denoted by ORTVS and
sunset by OCCASVS.

In the main clockwork, there are three large original concentric
gears of the same diameter 116 cm (see Figure 5) which were originally
driven on one axis by three pinions, each with 24 teeth. The first gear has
365 teeth and turns round the zodiac ring once per sidereal day (23
hr 56 min 4 s). The second gear, which has 366 teeth, drives the solar
pointer and turns round once per mean solar day. Since the true orbit of
the Earth is elliptic, the Sun does not move uniformly on the celestial
sphere. Therefore, the position of the zodiac ring is at present slightly
corrected manually twice per year. The third gear, which has 379 teeth,
drives the Moon‘s hand and rotates according to the mean apparent
motion of the Moon. The lunar pointer is also at present manually
corrected due to the elliptic orbit of the Moon. The lunar pointer (see
Figure 4) is a hollow sphere with a hidden mechanism inside that
displays the phases of the Moon. It was developed in the 17th century
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—1, 2, 3, 4, 5=3+2, 6=1+2+3, 7=4+3, 8=2+1+2+3,

9=4+3+2, 10=1+2+3+4, 11=3+2+1+2+3, 12=4+3+2+1+2,

13=3+4+3+2+1, 14=2+43+4+3+2, 15=1+2+43+4+3+2¢c--+ ®
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and draws energy from the movement of the Moon hand.

The lower dial-plate with 12 round pictures by Josef Manes (see
Fig 3) is a calendar. It turns round only once per year. The clock-hand on
the top shows the particular day of the year. It also provides information

about namedays and other items.

2. What mathematics is hidden behind the
astronomical clock of Prague?

The ingenuity and skill of clockmakers of the 15th century can
be demonstrated by the following example. The bellworks of the
astronomical clock contains a large gear with 24 slots (the first two are
connected) at increasing distances along its circumference (see Figs
6 and 7). This arrangement allows for a periodic repetition of 1-24
strokes of the bell each day. There is also a small auxiliary gear whose
circumference is divided by 6 slots into segments of arc lengths 1, 2,
3, 4, 3, 2 (see Figs 6 and 7). These numbers constitute a period which
repeats after each revolution and their sum is s = 15.

At the beginning of every hour a catch rises, both gears start to
revolve, the 12 apostles appear and transit through two windows in
sequence, and finally the bell chimes. The gears stop when the catch
simultaneously falls back into the slots on both gears. The bell strikes

1+2+ - +24=300

times every day. Since this number is divisible by s = 15, the small gear

is always at the same position at the beginning of each day.

The large gear has 120 interior teeth which drop into a pin gear

The number of bell strokes is denoted by the numbers -+ , 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, -:- along the large gear. The small gear placed
behind it is divided by slots into segments of arc lengths 1, 2, 3, 4, 3, 2. The catch is indicated by a small rectangle on the
top. When the small gear revolves it generates by means of its slots a periodic sequence whose particular sums correspond to
the number of strokes of the bell at each hour:1, 2, 3, 4, 5=3+2, 6=1+2+3, 7=4+3, 8=2+1+2+3,9=4+3+
2, 10=1+2+3+4, 11=3+2+1+2+3,12=4+3+2+1+2, 13=3+4+3+2+1,14=2+3+4+3+2, 15=1+2

+3+4+3+2---
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The location of the small gear. The catch is in the slot
between the segments corresponding to 18 and 19 hours on
the large gear. (Photo: Lukas Kalista)
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with 6 little horizontal bars that surround the center of the small gear
(see Figures 6 and 7). The large gear revolves one time per day and
therefore, the small gear revolves 20 times per day with approximately
4 times greater circumferential speed. Thus, the small gear makes the
regulation of strokes sufficiently precise despite the wearing out of the
slots on the large gear. Moreover, one stroke of the bell at one a.m. is
due only to the movement of the small gear. In Figure 7 we observe that
there is no tooth between the first and second slot of the large gear, since
such a tooth would be extremely thin and thus, it could break. Therefore,
in this case the catch is in contact only with the tooth of arc length 1 of

the small gear, which makes the use of the small gear essential.

In [2] we show that we could continue in this way until infinity.
However, not all periodic sequences have such a nice summation
property. For instance, we immediately find that the period 1, 2, 3, 4, 5,
4, 3, 2 could not be used for such a purpose, since 6 <4 + 3. Also the
period 1, 2, 3, 2 could not be used, since 2 + 1 <4 <2+ 1+2.

The astronomical clock of Prague is probably the oldest [1, p.
76] still functioning clock that contains such an apparatus illustrated
in Figure 6. Due to the beautiful summation property discussed above,
Sloane in [3] and [4, A028355, A028356] calls the sequence 1, 2, 3, 4, 3,

2,1,2,3,4, ... the clock sequence.

3. Connections with triangular numbers and
periodic sequences

In this section we briefly mention how the triangular numbers
T, =142+-+k, k=0,1, 2,

are related to the astronomical clock. We shall look for all periodic
sequences that have a similar property as the clock sequence 1, 2, 3, 4,
3, 2, i.e., that could be used in the construction of the small gear. Put

N={1,2,-}.

The periodic sequence {a[} is said to be a Sindel sequence if for

any positive integer k there exists a positive integer 7 such that
T,=a,++a,, (1)

where the triangular number 7, on the left-hand side is equal to the
sum 1+---+k of hours on the large gear, whereas the sum on the right-
hand side expresses the corresponding rotation of the small gear (see
Figure 8). In [2] we show that the above condition can be replaced by a
much weaker condition based on only a finite number of & ’s: namely,
the sequence 4, a,,:**, a,, a;, a,, --- with period length P is a Sindel
sequence if there exists a positive integer 7 such that equation (1) holds
for k=1,2,---,

finite number of arithmetic operations to check whether a given period

@, +a, +---+a,—1. This enables us to perform only a

a,-++, a, yields a Sindel sequence. In [2] we also give an explicit

algorithm for finding Sindel sequences.
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The upper numbers denote lengths of segments on the small

gear, whereas the lower numbers indicate the number of strokes
at the k-th hour.

4. Further mathematical and scientific sights

Within a few meters from the horologe there is a memorial plaque
devoted to Albert Einstein (see Fig 9) who often visited the house at
Old Town Square no. 17 during 1911-1912. In the nearby gothic church
called Tyn we can find the tomb of Tycho Brahe from 1601. In Celetna
street no. 25, which leads from the Old Town Square, there is a memorial
plaque to Bernard Bolzano (see Fig 10). We also recommend visiting
other plaques and busts of Albert Einstein (Vini¢na no. 7 and Lesnicka
no. 7), of Christian Doppler (Charles Square no. 20 and U Obecniho
dvora no. 7 — see Fig 11), of Johannes Kepler (Karlova street no. 4 and
Ovocny trh no. 12/573), a large statue of Kepler and Brahe in Parléfova
street no. 2 (see Fig 12), etc.

Prague is very popular among tourists and is celebrated as

BNALBERT EINSTEINS

Fig .9 & RiriEsedoit
Memorial plaque of Albert Einstein
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Johannes Kepler and Tycho Brahe

one of the most
beautiful and
romantic cities

in central Europe

due to its varied
architectural styles
from many periods
(Romanesque, Gothic,
Renaissance, Baroque,
...), the impressive Prague
Castle, Charles Bridge with
its many artists and Baroque

statues, and the Jewish Town
with its legend of the Golem,
which was said to be created
ZDE 7IL A ZEMREL in the late 16th Century or early
BERNARD 17th Century by Rabbi Loew, the

BOLZANO ¢ Maharal of Prague, to protect the
VYNIKAJICI
MATEMATIK A FILOZOE

5101781 18.12.1848 ‘ tradition. For example, Mozarts opera

Jews. Prague also has a rich musical

Don Giovanni had its world premiere

Fig. 10 ﬁﬁﬁi%éa@ﬁ?’ on October 29, 1787 at the Estates
Bernard Bolzano Theatre, which is adjacent to Charles

University, where Jan Sindel taught about

mathematics and astronomy. In addition, as

demonstrated above, Prague also has much to

offer to mathematical tourists.
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