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Quadrant 

 

Ieremias Arscenius, Leuven (Belgium) 
1573, 17 cm 
University of Lisbon, MCUL1162 
 

 

 

 

Selecting a single object from a collection can be difficult and sometimes quite impossible. The 

collections of the Museum of Science hold more than 12,000 scientific instruments, of which up to 

90% were used for teaching and research in physics, mathematics, chemistry and astronomy at the 

University of Lisbon for the past 200 years. I could, therefore, have chosen the typical ‘university’ 

scientific instrument – either unattractive and cannibalised after decades of intense use or perhaps a 

beautiful brass antique. Most likely, I would have chosen one of the former type. 

However, to illustrate the cover of this issue of UMACJ, I have selected a brass antique that is not 

from the University of Lisbon – it is a long-term loan from a secondary school in Lisbon. It is the oldest 

in the museum collection and one of the oldest scientific instruments in Portugal. It is a quadrant (an 

astrolabic quadrant to be more precise) and it also has a Regiomontanus sundial. It was used to 

measure time through observation of the sun and stars. It was made in Leuven in 1573, thus predating 

Pope Gregory’s calendar reform, at a time when Flandres was Spanish territory. Belgium would not 

exist before more than 250 years. Its maker is Ieremias Arscenius and this quadrant is the only known 

instrument signed by this remarkable craftsman. At the time, Leuven was a vibrant centre for the 

production and trade of mathematical instruments, maps and globes, with several major craftsmen, 

such as Gemma Frisius (1508–1555), Gerhardus Mercator (1512–1594), Gualterus Arscenius (ca. 

1546-1580) and Erasmus Habermel (ca. 1538–1606), being active there. 

However, I did not primarily select this instrument because of its beauty, historical significance, rarity 

or exquisite craftsmanship, but rather because it was only ‘discovered’ in the 1990s, in a secondary 

school in Lisbon. Nobody knew it was there, it was in an unlocked cabinet in a corridor and was found 

‘by chance’. If it had not been taken to the museum, preserved and studied, this jewel could have 

been lost forever. I find this example particularly illustrative of how many artefacts of our common 

heritage of science – ugly and beautiful, old and recent – remain to be ‘discovered’ in unsuspected 

places, brought to light and interpreted to broad audiences. 

We know little about the biography of this quadrant. We know that it belonged to the Cabinet of 

Physics of the Portuguese royal family and that it was at the Palace of Ajuda in the early 1940s, when 

it was transferred to the above mentioned school to be used for teaching. It possibly was ordered in 

the sixteenth century by the Portuguese King Sebastian, or it could have come from Madrid at a later 

date, when Portugal was occupied by Spain (1580–1640). It could even have been acquired in the 

nineteenth century by the royal family as an antiquity. We are still researching its history. It is 

somewhat frightening to know that several generations of 15-year olds have learned the basics of 

astronomy by handling this unique quadrant, but at the same time this is touching and wonderful. 

Lucky kids. 

 

Marta C. Lourenço 

Researcher, Curator 

Museums of the University of Lisbon 
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