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(b. Messina, Italy, 16 September 1494; d. near Messina, 21 or 22 July 1575) 

mathematics, astronomy, optics. 

Maurolico’s name is variously transcribed as Maurolyco, Marulì, Marulli, and, in Latin, Maurolicus, Maurolycus, and 
Maurolycius. He was the son of Antonio Maurolico, master of the Messina mint, and his wife, Penuccia or Ranuccia. The 
family came from Greece, from which they had field to Sicily to escape the Turks; Maurolico learned Greek, as well as 
astronomy, from his father. In 1521 he was ordained priest; he later became a Benedictine. Except for short sojourns in Rome 
and Naples, he lived his whole life in Sicily. 

Maurolico’s patrons included Giovanni de Vega, Charles V’s viceroy of Sicily, who entrusted him with the mathematical 
education of one of his sons; and Giovanni Ventimiglia and his son, Simon, both marquises of Geraci and princes of 
Castelbuono and governors (“stradigò”) of Messina. In 1550 Simon confered upon Maurolico the abbey of Santa Maia del 
Parto (today also known as the Santuario di San Guglielmo), near Castelbuono. Maurolico also held a number of civil 
commissions in Messina; he served as head of the mint, he was in charge (with the architect Ferramolino) of maintaining the 
fortifications of the city on behalf of Charles V, and he was appointed to write a history of Sicily, which, as Sicanicarum rerum 
Compendium, was published in Messina in 1562. Most important, he gave public lectures on matematics at the University o 
Messina, where he was appointed professor in 1569. 

Although Maurolico himself referred to a vast literary production (in his Cosmographia and Opuscula), only a few of his 
works were printed, although these are enough to show him as an outstanding scholar. In addition to writing his own books, 
Maurolico translated, commented upon, reconstructed, and edited works by a number of encient authors. His first work in this 
vein, published in Messina in 1558, included treatises on the sphere by Theodosius of Bythinia “ex traditione Maurolyci”; by 
Menelaus of Alexandria “ex traditione eiusdem”; and by Maurolico himself. The book also contained a work by Autolycus of 
Pitane on the moving sphere, translations of the De habitationibus of Theodosius and the Phaenomena of Euclid, trigonometric 
tables, a mathematical compendium, and a work entitled “Maurolyci de sphaera sermo.” 

This early book is especially noteworthy for two reasons. First, the Neapolitan Mathematician Giuseppe d’Auria furthered the 
dissemination of Maurolico’s work by including his annotations in later editions of Autolycus’ Sphaera and Theodosius’ De 
habitationibus (Rome, 1588), as well as of Euclid’s Phaenomena (Rome, 1591). Second, J.B.J. Delambre, in his Histoire de 
l’astonomie du moyen âge, stated that Maurolico had been the first to make use of the trigonometric function of the secant. 
Maurolico did give a table of numerical values for he secants o 0°to 45° (the “tabella benefica”), but Copernicus had certainly 
preceded him in its use. 

Maurolico’s two other major books on ancient mathematics—one on Apollonius’ Conics, and the other a collection of the 
works of Archimedes—were published only after his death. In Emendatio et restitutio conicorum Apollonii Pergaei (Messina, 
1654), Maurolio attempted to reconstruct books V and VI of the Conics from the brief references to them that Apollonius 
provided in his preface to the entire work. In Maurolico’s time, only the first four books were known in the Greek original; he 
completed his restoration in 1547, and a similar reconstruction of book V was published by Vincenzo Viviani in 1659. 
(Although Maurolico’s work is less famous than Viviani’s, both Libri and Gino Loria cite it as an example of his genius.) 
Maurolico’s collection of Archimedes’ works, Admirandi Archimedis Syracusani mounmena omnia mathematica quae extant 
… ex traditione doctissime viri D. Francisci Maurolici (Palermo, 1685), was based upon an earlier partial edition by Borelli 
(Messina, 1670—1672), which was almost completely lost. 

Among the most important of Maurolico’s extant books are Cosmographia (Venice, 1543), written in the form of three 
dialogues; Opuscula mathematica (Venice, 1575), a collection of eight treatises; Photismi de lumine et umbra ad perspectivam 
et radioum incidentiam faientes (possible Venice, 1575, and certainly Naples, 1611); and Problemata mechanica … et ad 
magnetem et ad pixidem nautiam pertinentia (Messina, 1613). In addition to these, a number of Maurolico’s manuscripts held 
by the Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, were published by Federico Napoli in 1876; these include a letter of 8 August 1556, in 
which Maurolico reported on his mathematical studies to his patron Giovanni de Vega; a brief treatise, previously thought to 
be lost, entitled “Demonstration algebrae” ; books I and II of a 1555 “Geometicarm quaestionum”; and a “Brevis demonstratio 
centri in parabola,” dated 1565. 

Of the mathematical works edited by Napoli, the “Demonstratio algebrae” is elementary in its concerns, dealing with simple 
second-degree problems and derivations from them. “Geometricarum quaestionum” is primarily devoted to trigonometry and 



solid geometry, but touches upon geodesy in offering a proposal for a new method for measuring the earth, a method 
previously discussed in the Cosmographia and later taken up by Jean Picard for measuring the meridian(1669–1671). In the 
“Brevis demonstratio centri in parabola,” Maurolico chose to deal with a problem related to mechanics—which he also treated 
in his edition of Archimedes—the determination of the center of gravity of a segment of a paraboloib of revolution cut off by a 
plane perpendicular to its axis. 

The greatest number of Maurolico’s mathematical writings are gathered in the Opuscula mathematica; indeed, the second 
volume of that work, “Arithmeticorum libri duo,” is wholly devoted to that subject and contains, among other things, some 
noteable research on the theory of numbers. This includes, in particular, a treatment of polygonal numbers that is more 
complete than that of Diophantus, to which Maurolico added a number of simple and ingenious proofs. L. E. Dickson has 
remarked upon Maurolico’s argument that every perfect number in hexagonal, and therefore traingular, while Baldassarre 
Boncompagni noted his proof of a peculiarity of the succession of odd numbers. That property had been enunciated by 
Nicomachus of Gerasa, Iamblichus, and Boethius, among others. 

Among the topics related to mathematics in the Opuscula are chronology (the treatise “Computus ecclesiasticus”) and 
geomonics (in two treatises, both entitled “De lineis horariis,” one of which also discusses conics). The work also contains 
writing on Euclid’s Elements (for which see also the unpublished Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, manuscript Fonds Latin 7463). 
Of particular interest, too is a passage on a correlation between regualr polyhedrons, which was commented upon by J.H.T. 
Müller, and later by Moritz Cantor. The balance of Maurolico’s known mathematical work is contained in three manuscripts, 
mostly on geometrical problems, in the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale Vittorio Emanuele in Rome; they have been described 
by Luigi De Marchi. 

Maurolico’s work in astronomy includes the first treatise collected in the Opuscula, “De sphaera liber unus,” in which he 
criticized Copernicus. In another item of the collection, “De instrumentis astronomicis,” Maurolico described the principal 
astronomical instruments and discussed their theory, use, and history—a subject similar to that treated in one of his first 
publications, the rare and little-known tract Quadrati fabrica et eius usus (Venice, 1546). In practical astronomy, Maurolico 
observed the nova that appeared in the constellation Cassiopeia in 1572. Until recently all that was known of this observation 
was contained in the short extracts from an unknown work by Maurolico that were published by Clavius in his In Sphaeram 
Ioannis de Sacro Bosco commentarius (Rome, 1581). In 1960, however, C. Doris Hellman published an apograph maunscript 
that she had found in the Biblioteca Nazionale of Naples. This manuscript contains a full account of Maurolico’s observation; 
it is dated 6 November 1572, and is clear evidence that Maurolico’s observation preceded by at least five days the move 
famour one made by Tycho Brahe. 

Maurolico also did important work in optics;indeed, according to Libri, “it is in his research on optics, above all, that 
Maurolico showed the most sagacity” (Histoire, III, 116). The chief record of this research is Photismi de lumine et umbra, in 
which Maurolico discussed the rainbow, the theory of vision, the effects of lenses, the principal phenomena of dioptrics and 
catoptrics, radiant heat, photometry, and caustics. Maurolico’s work on caustics was anticipated by that of Leonardo da Vinci 
(as was his research on centers of gravity), but Leonardo’s work was not published until long after Maurolico’s. Libri further 
characterized the Photismi de lumine et umbra as “full of curious facts and ingenious research” (Histoire, III, 118), and Sarton 
suggested that it might be the most remarkable optical treatise of the sixteenth century outside the tradition of Alhazen, or even 
the best optical book of the Renaissance (Six Wings,84, 85). 

Maurolico applied his broad scientific knowledge to a number of other fields. One treatise in the Opuscula, “Musicae 
traditiones,” is devoted to music. The Problemata mechanica published in 1613 is concerned with mechanics and magnetism, 
as is, to some degree, the “Brevis demonstratio.” His contributions to geodesy have already been discussed; he made an 
additional contribution to georgraphy with a map of Sicily, drawn about 1541 at the request of Jacopo Gastaldo (who published 
it in 1575)— this map was also incorporated by Abraham Ortelius in his Theatrum orbis terrarum. Maurolico wrote on the fish 
of Sicily, in a letter or Pierre Gilles d’Albi, dated 1 March 1543 and published by Demonico Sestini in 1807, and on the 
euption of Mt. Etna, in a letter to Cardinal Pietro Bembo, dated 4 May 1546 and published by Giuseppe Spezi in 1862. Finally, 
he enjoyed some contemporary fame as a meteorologist, based upon a weather prediction that he made for John of Austria 
upon the latter’s departure from Messina prior to the Battle of Lepanto (1571). 
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