
Indian Journal of History of Science, 45.3 (2010) 447-450

SEMINAR/CONFERENCE REPORTS

WORKSHOP ON THE HISTORY OF INDIAN SCIENCE AT THE

BIBLIOTHÈQUE NATIONALE DE FRANCE: A REPORT*

On the occasion of an exhibition on Indian paintings,1 the Bibliothèque
Nationale de France (BnF, the French National Library) organised a workshop
on the history of Indian Science on Wednesday, 5 May 2010, at Paris. Jérôme
Petit, Keeper of the History of Science Collections at the BnF, gave a short
overview of the history of Indian Science and described the resources available
at the BnF on Indian Science, both as manuscripts and printed books. In the
eighteenth century, the King’s Library opened its doors to eastern knowledge and
commissioned travellers and missionaries to buy or to copy Indian manuscripts.
This collection of Indian manuscripts2 was enriched by purchases and donations
throughout the nineteenth century, with personal collections of scholars like Anquetil-
Duperron and Eugène Burnouf and of travellers like Guillaume Gentil and Charles
d’Ochoa. The last significant collection acquired by the Library is that of about
300 medical manuscripts belonging to Dr. Palmyr Cordier (see below the
presentation by P.S. Filliozat). Today the manuscript collection of the Library
covers several Indian scientific texts of astronomy, mathematics, medicine3 and
other sciences. The printed books include some of the earliest studies on Indian
sciences, such as Abbé Guérin’s Astronomie indienne (1847), Jean-Baptiste
Biot’s Sur les Nacshatras ou mansions de la lune selon les Hindoux (1845),
Dr. Palmyr Cordier’s thesis, Médecine hindoue (temps védiques et héroïques)
(1894), Jean Filliozat’s second doctoral thesis, La doctrine classique de la
médecine indienne: ses origines et ses parallèles grecs (1946), and also many
studies on Indian botany, zoology, geology and agriculture of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.4 The following papers were presented during the workshop:

Catherine Morice-Singh: “Numbers and procedures in the mathematical
texts of medieval India”. A member of the French research team M:A.T.H.
* by Jérôme Petit, Keeper of the History of Science Collections, Bibliothèque Nationale de

France, Paris. email: jerome.petit@bnf.fr
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(Mathematics: Approach by Historical Texts – IREM Paris 7), who is engaged
in researches on the Jain mathematician Maha–vi–ra–ca–rya (9th c.). Sanskrit tradition
requires that scientific texts are composed in verse form for easy memorization
and the writers on mathematics had to adopt various strategies for expressing long
numbers in Sanskrit verse. Citing examples from original texts, mainly the
A–ryabhat. i

–ya and the Gan. itasa–rasan.graha, Morice-Singh gave some insight
into the ingenuity and sophistication shown by these authors, either to express
numbers or develop efficient computational procedures. She described in detail
the kapa–t.a-sandhi method of multiplication “on the dust” (dhu–li–-karma), where
digits are erased and shifted by one decimal place in a manner resembling the
junction of two door panels.

S. R. Sarma: “Astronomers and Astrologers in Indian Pictorial Art”.
Formerly Professor of Sanskrit at Aligarh Muslim University, highlighted that
astronomy and astrology enjoyed great importance in Indian society in all the
ages. Books on polity lay down that kings should maintain expert astronomers
and astrologers at their court. Legend has it that astrologers were summoned to
interpret the unusual portents accompanying the birth of Siddha–rtha Gautama. The
Jainas have also a parallel in the legend of Maha–vi–ra’s birth. The Mughal court
boasted of several Muslim and Hindu astronomers/astrologers who cast the
horoscopes of royal princes and determined the propitious times for various royal
undertakings. Though astronomers/astrologers were thus constantly present in the
king’s entourage, they were depicted in sculpture and painting mainly in scenes of
royal birth. Mughal miniature paintings contain several such birth scenes with
astronomers/astrologers in attendance. There are also some examples before and
after the Mughal period. In these pictorial representations, the astronomers/
astrologers can be identified either from the context or by the objects that accompany
them. Prof. Sarma showed several of these pictorial representations and explained
the objects that distinguish the astronomers/astrologers. He also drew attention to
cases where it is possible to identify the historical persons behind the depicted
images.

Pierre-Sylvain Filliozat: “Palmyr Cordier Collection”, a member of the
Institut de France, Vice President of the Asiatic Society of Paris and Emeritus
Professor at Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes (section on historical and philological
sciences, Sorbonne, Paris), informed that Dr. Palmyr Cordier (1871-1914) was
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a physician in the French colonial service and spent many years in India, mostly
in Chandernagor and Pondicherry, maintaining close relationships with Indian
vaidyas. He worked under the guidance of Dr. Gustave Liétard who introduced
in France the studies on Indian medical tradition. In 1932 the eminent indologist
Jean Filliozat discovered a collection of printed books and manuscripts on Indian
medicine belonging to Cordier in a bookshop in Paris. He bought the printed
books for his own use (these are now in the library of the Paris Asiatic Society)
and, with the help of his teacher Sylvain Lévi, persuaded the French National
Library to acquire the manuscript collection. This collection of more than 300
manuscripts contains classical texts of Ayurvedic medicine and rasasƒa–stra and
also a few rare works, such as a text entitled “A–yurveda” and ascribed to
Vedavya–sa. In his lecture, Pierre-Sylvain Filliozat discussed some of the important
manuscripts in this collection and showed to the audience the marginal annotations
by both Palmyr Cordier and Jean Filliozat on an edition of the Va–gbhata’s
As. t.a–nga-hr. daya-sam. hita–.

Ronan Moreau: “Short History of Indian Zoology”. He teaches Indian
studies at Paris Sorbonne Nouvelle University and holds a PhD on wild animals
in ancient India (2008), described that among the sciences, zoology occupies a
special place in India. Indeed, the history of the discipline reveals variations.
Chronologically, there are different layers: an indigenous knowledge of animals for
the earliest periods, and then, from the 16th century on, an increasingly “zoological”
knowledge from foreign countries (Asian and European) entered India. Hamsadeva’s
Mr. gapaks. isƒa–stra (c. 13th century) seems to be an isolated case; it is the only
book to describe mammals and birds exclusively. From the late 18th century
onwards, works in this discipline are found to be essentially works of British
scientists who observed wildlife with tools and methods of their own.

Notes

1. These paintings can be viewed at  http://expositions.bnf.fr/inde/index.htm.

2. For the catalogues of these manuscripts, see Antoine Cabaton, Catalogue sommaire
des manuscrits sanscrits et pâlis. Paris, E. Leroux, 1907-1908. Fascicule I http://
gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k255695t; Fascicule II http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/
bpt6k2556966. Jean Filliozat, Catalogue du fonds Sanscrit. Paris : A. Maisonneuve,
1941. Fascicule I http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k255707s ; Fascicule II http://
gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k2557085 ; Annie Berthier (dir.), Manuscrits, xylographes,
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estampages : les collections orientales du Département des manuscrits : guide. Paris :
Bibliothèque nationale de France, 2000. http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k209175g.

3. Cf. Guide des sources pour l’Histoire de la Médecine by Anne Boyer (Paris, 2008)
in which a chapter by Elisabeth Vernier is devoted to manuscripts of Indian medical
tradition preserved at the BnF.

4. A short bibliography of some of these works is now available online at the BnF
website:  http://www.bnf.fr/documents/biblio_sciences_indiennes.pdf. 
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70TH INDIAN HISTORY CONGRESS: A REPORT*

The 70th session of Indian History Congress (IHC) was held on May
15-17th 2010 at the auspices of University of Delhi. This was the fourth occasion
that the Congress was held in the Campus of the University and fifth in the city
of Delhi. The Congress was attended by a large number of delegates and scholars
from all over the country. The general president Professor (Ms.) R. Champak
Lakshami and sectional presidents, Professors Sisir Kumar Panda (Ancient India),
N R Farooqui (Medieval India), Rajan Saikia (Modern India), T R Goble,
(Countries other than India), Ashok Datta (Archaeology) and Rajan Harsha
(Contemporary History) presided over the respective sessions. A few special
panels, lectures and symposium were also organised along with the regular sessions.
The panel Hind Swaraj was sponsored by the Indian Council of Historical
Research, New Delhi and the Evolving Perspectives of Indian Nationalism
and the Economic change in Indian History by the Aligarh Historian Society.
The panel on Dalit History and Historiography was sponsored by the University
of Calcutta and Institute  of Development Studies jointly. A symposium on money
and credit in Indian History was also organised besides these panels. The
distinguished speakers were Professors Y. Subbarayalu, Prabhat Patnaik and Dr.
Najaf Haider. In the panel of Hind Swaraj different perspectives of Indian
Nationalism was discussed by the scholars like Professors S Bhattacharya, Ranbir
Samaddar, V Ramakrishna, A Murali, L C Jain and Deepak Kumar. Professor
Kumar elaborated the view of Mahatma Gandhi on utility of scientific achievements
particularly in the context of poors.

Professor Anirudha Ray delivered Professor S C Misra Memorial Lecture.

The congress was the result of the collective venture of Professor Arun
Bandopadhyay, Secretary (IHC), Dr. Raj Sekhar Basu, Dr. Rama Krishna
Chatterjee, Kolkata and the local Secretaries Professors SA Zafari and B.P.
Sahu, Deptt. of History, Delhi University with the special support of the Chief
Minister, Delhi, Vice Chancellor and Chairman, UGC. At the end of the Congress,
a few resolutions like protection of the historical sites, preservation of monuments

* By Shabnam Shukla, Assistant Editor, IJHS, Indian National Science Academy, New
Delhi. e-mail: ijhs@insa.nic.in
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and improvement in functioning of Archaeological Survey of India were taken. It
was also resolved to publish at the earliest the impending volumes like Indian
Archaeology- a review and Epigraphia Indica as well as Epigaphica Indica:
Arabic and Persian supplement. One minute silence was also observed in the
memory of historians like late Professors Sita Ram Singh, R Balasubramaniam
and Sh. Gunaker Muley.

The following papers were focused on history of science and were of
immense interest among the papers dealing with other aspects of Indian history:

Lakshmikant Mishra, “Metals, Metallurgy and Metal Craft in Orissa since Early
Times”

Farzana Ashfaque, “Shawl and Carpet Industry under the Mughals”

Mumtaz Alam, “Medical Education in Mughal India”

Rajesh Kumar Tiwari, “Darul Shifa of Hyderabad as the Heritage of World
Class Hospital in Medieval India”

Indrajit Biswas, “Science and History: Spread and Development”

Jagdish N. Sinha, “British Scientific Opinion and India’s Development - A Case
Study of A.V. Hill”

Subhasis Biswas, “The Changing Pattern of Forestry Researches in India: A
Historical Study”

Md. Naushad Ali, “Indian Oil Seeds Production and Export c.1888-1947”.

Shyam Narain Pande, “History Immortally Live in Environment: Witnessed by
Advanced Technology”

Deepak Bhattacharya, “Indian Archaeology as Source of History of Sciences”

Prafulla Kumar Mohanty, “Garuda Image of Orissa: An Iconographic Study”

Jayshree J. Kulkarni, “Lesser Known Saptamatruka Sculptures in Solapur District”

Anil Kumar, “Interpreting Early Medieval Sculptures of Magadh: A Case Study
of the Sculptures from Krimila Adhisthana”

Neema Ahmad, “Surface Decoration of Shahjahan’s Architecture at Agra”

Salim Jaweed Akhtar, “Tombs Surrounding the Taj Complex in the Vicinity of
Tajganj at Agra”
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Shatarupa Bhattacharya, “Accoustics in Medieval Buildings: A Case Study of
Golconda”

Shyam Prasad Vyas, “An Architecture of Jodhpur City (19th century): A Case
Study of Some Baories and Jhalras”

Susmita Basu Mazumdar, “Re-evaluating the Kuninde Coins in the British Museum”

Shaista Ahmad, “India and Issues of Climate Change”

TA Siddiqui, “Environmental Pollution, Legal Framework and Challenges:
Sustainable Development and its Practice”

Rajnath Jana, “Tuberculosis: Maladies Regarding Society and Vulnerability to
Women in Bengal”

Debashis Mandal, “Providing Science an Institutional Basis: The Modernising Zeal
of the Nehruvian Regime in Independent India”


