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Recorps oF CELESTIAL EVENTS BY EUROPEAN TRAVELLERS DURING
MEDIEVAL TIMES”

This is a compilation of the records of the celestial events by the
European travellers (non-astronomers) as seem from India. These
travelogues were used by historians extensively. Here it is shown that the
astronomical details serve as important records for astronomical purposes
as well.

1. Introduction

The travelogues of foreigners to India in the past have served as
important records for historians and sociologists. The descriptions of
astronomers like Al-Buni have provided important records of astronomy
and unfortunately such records are not many.

The tales of European travellers to Asia, and to India in particular,
have been heavily cited in these contexts. The narration by traders and
travellers provide some records of the celestial events, albeit indirectly. The
documentation is shrouded in the historical, political and cultural descriptions.
However, a careful study of these texts brings out the facts, which can serve
as very useful records for historians of astronomy.

Here many such “casually mentioned” facts have been compiled from
(non-astronomer) European travellers during the medieval period.

2. The Documents

The documents may broadly be classified as eclipse records, comet
sightings and miscellaneous. The last entry includes measurement of latitudes
from meridian transit of the sun and a couple of meteor events as well.

The details of the travellers are provided in Section 3.
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2.1 Eclipse records (Table 1)

The table below lists the observations of eclipses. The exact timings
are not available.

Date Event Observer
31 Jan 1579| Lunar Eclips Father Thomas Stevens/Father Anthony Monseratg
12 Oct 1605| Solar Eclipsg Francois Pyrand de Lavel (totality seen from Maldjves)
1654 ? Solar Eclipse) Francois Bernier

12 Aug 1654] Solar Eclipsg Nicolo Manucci, totality seen from Isfahan (Iran)
2 Jan 1656 Lunar Eclips Peter Mundy (total from midnight to 3:00 am)
16667 Solar Eclipse Francios Bernier

2 Jul 1662 Solar Eclipsqg John Baptista Tavernier

12 Feb 1680| Lunar Eclips John Fryer (on the Arbian Sea)
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2.2 Comet Sightings

The Table below gives the reported observations. In some cases the
year of observation is not clearly indicated. Hence the identification has not
been possible.

Date Observer Remarks Identification

30 Sept 1580 Gasparo Balbi not clear whether comet or a meteor C/1580] T1

10 Nov 1619 Don Garcia Sylpha mentions that he saw two comets C/1618W1
Fingaro

16317 as bright as Venus *

Dec 1652 Peter Mundy from Penerin C/1652 YI

22 Mar 1656 Peter Mundy *

20 Nov 1680 John Fryer C/1680 V1

8 Dec 1680 Nicolo Manucci C/1680 V1

23 Feb 1702 ... seen till March 7 C/1702 H1

Feb 1699 visible for 15 days C/1699 D1

*The year of observation is not explicity mentioned.

2.3 Miscellaneous

Gasparo Balbi records the sighting of a bright meteor on 14 Sept
1580 from the ship. It gave a scare that the ship may catch fire — he writes.

Nicolo Manucci records a meteorite falling in Madras on the evening
of 24 December 1701; he also writes about another that fell in Ujjain (date
not specified). The latter was taken to the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb by
the Subedar to be offered as a gift but was not entertained. (It may be
recalled that Jehangir had a sword made out of a meteorite, which now is
showcased in Washington Museum).
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Pietro de La Ville perhaps carried a sextant with him. He made the
transit measurements of the sun and determined the latitude of two (then)
important towns Ikkeri and Ullala (both in Karnataka now) as:

Ikkeri 13 deg 3037”
Ullal 12 deg 1936”

These figures are easily verified from atlas. He further mentions that
on August 10 the sun was exactly at zenith in Goa. From this also one may
get the latitude of Goa (the particular location in Goa state) as 15 de@ree 40
The value for Panaji is 15 degree’.29

Lodo Vicco de Varthema records the date of winter solstice as
December 25 from Calicut (during 1506-08). The importance lies in the
description of the ceremonies corresponding to winter solstice, which has
now moved to 22nd December. A shift of 3 days in 500 years provides an
important factor in the estimation of the precession of equinoxes.

3. The Travellers

Among the travellers referred to in the Tables the names of John
Baptista Tavernier and Nicolo Manucci are too well known. Their texts are
heavily cited and extensively used by historians all over. The relevant details
of the other travellers are listed below.

Peter Mundy visited India twice during 1628-34. His description of
Goa and South India are considered extremely valuable by historians. The
descriptions are further enriched by his own sketches.

Father Thomas Stevens visited India during 1579-1619 along with
Father Anthony Monserate who stayed In India till 1600. They met the
Moghul king Akbar.

Francois Pyrand de Lavel visited India during 1601-08. His description
of the total solar eclipse from Maldives is simply awe-inspiring.

Francois Bernier travelled in India during 1656-1668. He mentions
about two eclipses in a letter datetl @ctober 1667 to Monsieur Jean
Chapeline. He saw the first one from France in 1654, “the people were so
scared that they shut themselves in doors”. The second one of 1666 he saw
from Delhi, “people somehow knew about it before and flocked to the river
to take bath even as the sun was getting covered....”



104 INDIAN JOURNAL OF HISTORY OF SCIENCE

John Fryer visited India during 1672-81. He observed the lunar eclipse
from the sea on his way back. The comet he saw from Delhi and gives the
altitude of 11 degree South-West. The date of November 20 matches with
the altitude of Capricorn-Sagittarius, “It looked like a flaming torch and was
seen in Capricorn near the head of Sagittarius... and was visible till January
16"...", he records.

Gasparo Balbi travelled in India during 1579-88; he observed an
object while sailing on the Arabian Sea or"3eptember, 1580 at about
11pm. The description suits a meteor but he uses the word comet also.

Don Garcia Sylpha Fingaro visited Isfahan as an ambassador for
Phillip Il of Spain. He records two comets. The first one was visible at
dawn in South-East on November 10. He describes it as having the head like
a scorpion and the size of a three-year old coconut tree; the second one was
visible at dawn, he records that its size increased day by day.

Pietro de La Ville was an Italian and he visited India during 1614-
23. He was the first to enter the pyramids of Egypt. His visits are documented
in eight long letters. He describes the use of astrolabes and another instrument
called “David’s staff”.

Lodo Vicco de Varthema visited India during 1506-08. He describes
the ceremonies on 23ecember in great detail.

Other travellers have given general desciptions of the traditional
ceremonies during eclipses in China and India, with no eclipse in particular.
In a letter written in 1614 the author (unknown) exclaims, “these people are
capable of calculating the timing of eclipses very precisely. People rush to
the nearby river or sea and take bath at the end of the eclipse....”.

Friar Domingo Navarrate (1618-1686), who travelled extensively in
China and India, writes “....It is an inviolable custom in China, to send an
advice from the Court .... when any eclipse of sun or moon is to happen...
...when eclipse commences they begin to make genuflections, and
prostrations, shout and hollow, beat up basons... .. they call it delivering the
sun or moon from the trouble thatitisin ... .... And though it is a barbarous
ceremony, let no man think it strange... .... since it has been practised by
Europeans in the line of those great Doctors of the Church, St Ambrose and
St Augustine, who both condemn this European and Asiatic Ceremony, which
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was more criminal among Christians than Gentiles”. (It may be noted that
all these travellers referred to Hindus as Gentiles).

Heber reports that he gifted a telescope (among many things) to a
Nawab in Bengal, however there exists no account of how it was used
subsequently. He travelled in India not in the medieval period but much later
during 1824-25.There are several references to the Hindu festivals decided
by the lunar phases. Ralila, Krsna Janmgtami, Diwali and even the
celebrations of different new years for different religious sects. They reconfirm
the dates of the calendar.

Ibn Batuta (1304-68) writes about Muharram moon sighting on 1333
September 12; Syed Ali Ries also gives the dates of moon sightings in Fasli
calendar.

The dates of eclipses are easily verified; so are the comets. In fact the
error in the text of Nicolo Manucci (1652 instead of 1654) is corrected with
the help of the eclipse.

Conclusions

Thus these lesser known (to astronomers and historians of science)
travelogues provide very valuable information on the celestial events sighted
from the Indian soil.
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