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Introduction

In recent years, the history of nineteenth-century optics has received
considerable attention. The studies of Fox, Silliman and Buchwald have made it
clear that nineteenth-century optics was a very rich field which in many ways was
central to the canon of nineteenth-century science. Accordingly, the history of
the field offers valuable insights into the dynamics of nineteenth-century science
in general. However, many of the more recent studies on nineteenth-century
optics concentrate on physical optics, i.e., the theory of the nature of light. In
particular the rise of physical optics at the beginning of the century as a clearly
delineated field has been extensively studied.? In contrast, the history of the part
of optics known as geometrical optics, i.e., the mathematical study of light which
does not take its physical properties into account, has received very little
attention.

In the context of the nineteenth century, geometrical optics comprises all
studies which were concerned with the description of the phenomena of light in
terms of rectilinear light rays. The literature on the history of the field, however,

! This paper is a revised and expanded version of the first chapter of my Ph.D. thesis, The
Structure of Systems of Lines in 19th Century Geometrical Optics: Malus’ Theorem and the Description
of the Infinitely Thin Pencil (Utrecht, 1993). I would like to thank here my supervisors Professor
H.JM. Bos and Dr C. Hakfoort for their comments on this chapter. I would also like to thank the
editorial board of Tractrix for its comments on an earlier version of this paper.

2 Cf. Robert Fox, "The Rise and Fall of Laplacian Physics," Historical Studies in the Physical
Sciences 4, 1974, pp. 89-136; Robert Silliman, "Fresnel and the Emergence of Physics as a
Discipline," Ibid., pp. 137-162; Jed Z. Buchwald, The Rise of the Wave Theory of Light. Optical Theory
and Experiment in the Early Nineteenth Century (Chicago, 1989) and the literature mentioned there.
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