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Abstract:  The nineteenth century mathematician János Bolyai was a founder of non-Euclidean geometry, and a 
minor planet discoverer wanted to honor him by naming an asteroid after him in 1939.  However, most later sources 
give a mistaken justification for the origin of the name of minor planet (1441) Bolyai, claiming that it was named after 
his father, Farkas Bolyai.  In this short paper we present a copy of the original naming of this minor planet after 
János Bolyai, and we explain why later scholars continued to erroneously associate it with Farkas Bolyai. 
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1  INTRODUCTION 
 

Minor planet names reveal how the people who name 
them relate to our society and our world.  These 
names identify not only the subjects of many scien-
tific investigations, thus distinguishing one minor 
planet from another, but they also express many 
different things: our wish to honor different people; 
the discoverer¶V links to arts, sciences, nations and 
people; or the geographical distributions of the dis-
coverers (because they li ke to name asteroids after 
their home towns, or well -known rivers, mountains 
or places, etc.).  Sometimes they manage to smuggle 
politi cs into these minor planet names, or express 
what was important for the discoverer or the comittee 
which accepted the name-suggestion.  We note that 
sometimes the naming is also important for nations, 
where members of the non-astronomical scientific 
community as well  as the public are very happy       
to see the names of their scientists, actors, writers, 
places, etc. honored in the sky. 

 

However, all  of these require that the justifications 
for the names are the correct ones.  Here we show 
that these justifications are not always correct, 
because sometimes²especiall y in the case of early 
discoveries²it is very hard to guess the real inten-
tion of the discoverer.  In the case of minor planet 
(1441) Bolyai we found that an error has been 
repeated from source to source. 

 

The excellent work Dictionary of Minor Planet 
Names (hereafter referred to simply as Dictionary), 
compiled by Lutz D. Schmadel, has the most com-
plete li st of the origin of the names of different minor 
planets.  According to this work, the minor planet 
(1441) Bolyai was ³Discovered 1937 Nov. 26 by G. 
Kulin at Budapest.  Name proposed by the discoverer 
in honor of Farkas Wolfgang Bolyai (1775-1856), a 
Hungarian astronomer and computer.  ́ (Schmadel, 
2003: 115-116).  However, as we will  document here, 
the claimed origin of this minor planet name is not 
correct.  In the following Section we will  show that 
in fact this minor planet was named after Farkas 
Bolyai¶s son, János Bolyai, a famous mathematician,  

who developed non-Euclidean geometry in  the first 
half of the nineteenth century. 
 
2  THE CORRECT ORIGIN OF THE NAME OF THE  
    MINOR PLANET 
 

György Kulin (Figure 1), the discoverer, published a 
note in the Hungarian language in Csill agászati 
Lapok (in English: Astronomical Papers) in 1939 
(see Figure 2).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: György Kulin using the 24-in reflector at the Kon-
koly Observatory. Kulin discovered (1441) Bolyai, and many 
other minor planets, with this telescope (courtesy: Hungarian 
Astronomical Association). 
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In this note, Három új, PDJ\DUQHY& kisbolygó 
(translated as Three new Hungarian named minor 
planets) Kulin wrote clearly: ³The minor planet num-
bered 1441, temporaril y designated as 1937 WA, re-
ceived the name Bolyai after the great Hungarian 
mathematician János Bolyai.´��.XOLQ�����������; our 
English translation).   Although various images pur-
porting to be János Bolyai are on the web, these are 
suspect, and there are no known authentic portraits of 
him.  
 

The former Astronomischer Jahresbericht, the 
annals of the Coppernicus-Institut Berlin, known as 
the Astronomisches Rechen-Institut today, li sted the 
astronomical literature from year to year, and trans-
lated the titles of foreign language papers into Ger-
man.  In Volume 41 of Astronomischer Jahresber-
icht RQH� ILQGV� WKH� IROORZLQJ� WLWOH�� ³*�� .XOLQ�� 'UHL�
neue Kleine Planeten mit Ungarischen Namen.  
&VLOODJiV]DWL� /DSRN� �� ���� �8QJDULVFK��´� �Astron-
omischer Jahresbericht, 1941: 135).  However, it 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1: The discoverer György Kulin¶s (1939: 118) article 
in Csillagászati Lapok. Kulin wrote about the denomination 
of (1441) Bolyai in the second paragraph: ³Az 1441 sors-
zámú és 1937 WA ideiglenes jelzéssel ellátott bolygó a nagy 
magyar matematikus Bolyai János nevének megörökítésére 
a Bolyai nevet kapta.´ This translates as: ³The minor planet 
numbered 1441, temporarily designated as 1937 WA, re-
ceived the name Bolyai after the great Hungarian mathe-
matician János Bolyai.´ 
 
seems that this reference was not used to find the 
original explanation of the name.  In the following 
Section we will  investigate how it was possible that 
we have the same incorrect name explanation in two 
other fundamental works on the origin of the minor 
planet names: Paul Herget¶s The Names of the Minor 
Planets (1968) and Antonio Paluzíe-Borrell ¶s The 
Names of the Minor Planets and their Meanings? 
(1963). 
 
3  FARKA S BOLYAI AND JÁNOS BOLYAI: WHY  
    FARKA S? 
 

It seems li kely that neither Herget nor Paluzíe-Borrell , 
nor the Dictionary, used the original Kulin reference. 
 

Therefore, they had no other way of finding the 
correct explanation.  The Astronomische Nachrichten 

mentioned only that the name of this minor planet is 
1441 Bolyai, without explanation (Stracke, 1940).  
The Beobachtungs-Zirkulare der Astronomischen 
Nachrichten (Benennungen, 1939) and the Zirkular 
No. 2011 of the Astronomisches Rechen-Institut 
(Planetenbenennungen, 1939) wrote the same.  These 
sources did not li st the given name, so one cannot 
identify whether it was Farkas or János Bolyai on the 
basis of these publications.  No more information is 
available, and the only place where Kulin specified 
which Bolyai he named the celestial body after was 
his Hungarian note.  But this does not explain why 
the afore-mentioned astronomers thought that Farkas 
was the person to whom the credit should be given 
rather than János. 
 

Farkas Bolyai appears as ³... astronomer and com-
puter ...́  in the Dictionary.  This quotation is suspic-
ious because²although he was a polymath²Farkas 
Bolyai primarily was a mathematician.  His connec-
tions to astronomy are quite limited: he taught astron-
omy at his college in Hungary, but he was never 
considered to be an astronomer.  Overall , the quota-
tion in the Dictionary magnifies a negligible part of 
his interest, while the essence of his li fe²his mathe-
matical work and results²is all  but ignored.  There-
fore it is worthwhile to investigate the associated 
reference given in the Dictionary, which is The 
Names of the Minor Planets by Paul Herget (1968).  
In this book on page 130 we find: ³Name proposed 
by the discoverer in honor of Farkas Wolfgang Bol-
yai (1775±1856), a Hungarian astronomer and com-
puter.´  This is repeated word by word in the Dic-
tionary.  Herget (ibid.) states only that the author of 
this note was ³RĆ , i.e. Robert C. Cameron.  For 
minor planet entries in his book Herget often gives 
more precise references and cites papers in various 
journals, or he cites the Minor Planet Circulars.  But 
sometimes there is only a name code as the origin of 
the information, and this is the case for the minor 
planet Bolyai.   
 

Herget mentions in the Introduction to his book 
that he and his co-authors relied heavily on the work 
of Antonio Paluzíe-Borrell , who also started to com-
pile a similar work.  Paluzíe-Borrell  published his 
own book in 1963 under the title of The Names of the 
Minor Planets and their Meanings.  The Dictionary 
also uses the work by Paluzíe-Borrell .  Paluzíe-
Borrell  (1963: 110) wrote the following about the 
origin of the name of (1441) Bolyai: ³Farkas Wolf-
gang Bolyai (1775±1856), Hungarian astronomer 
who computed cometary orbits.´� Note that the mean-
ing of the German given name µWolfgang¶ is quite 
similar to, but not exactly the same as, the Hungarian 
given name µFarkas¶.  Farkas means µWolf¶.  Like 
R.C. Cameron, Paluzíe-Borrell  does not give any 
reference for this explanation. 
 

The similarity between these two explanations is 
so striking that one might suppose that Paluzíe-
Borrell  and Cameron used the same source.  But 
there are other possibiliti es: that Herget¶s book erron-
eously repeated Paluzíe-Borrell ¶V�GDWD� taking direct-
ly the mistakenly information from his book, or that 
it was a personal communication from Paluzíe-
Borrell  to Cameron, who shortened the explanation a 
littl e and somehow forgot to mention the original 
source. 
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Whatever the source of this information, we decid-
ed to check a possible original source.  We took into 
account the fact that these authors would have 
checked on hundreds of persons after whom different 
minor planets were named, and they were interested 
only in the most important data relating to their li ves 
(nationaliti es, birth and death dates, and their most 
important scientific contributions or results etc.²all  
in just one or two sentences).  That is why they 
probably used some well -known, widely-accepted 
and well -respected encyclopedia or lexicon.  Because 
of the nature of the minor planet names, they needed 
one or more appropriate biographies of scientists.  
These biographies had to be published prior to 1963, 
the publication date of Paluzíe-Borrell ¶V�ERRN. 
 

Of course many such biographies exist, and we can 
only speculate that they worked in this way, and it is 
even more speculative what kind of biography or 
biographies they used because they did not give their 
references.  However, one can consider the well -
known, widely-accepted series of biographies of 
scientists that initiall y was edited by J.C. Poggen-
dorff.  After his death, this series continued and was 
associated with his name.  This Poggendorff¶V-series 
is called the Biographisch-Literarisches Handwörter-
buch zur Geschichte der exacten Wissenschaften.  
The first two volumes did not contain any inform-
ation about Farkas or János Bolyai (Poggendorff, 
1863), but in the second volume Poggendorff  li sted 
the names of those people who will  be mentioned in 
the subsequent supplementary volume, including 
³Bolyai, W.´ (i.e. Farkas Wolfgang Bolyai).  Volume 
Three was published in 1898 as J.C. Poggendorff¶s 
Biographisch-Literarisches Handwörterbuch zur 
Geschichte der exacten Wissenschaften, but it did not 
include an article about János Bolyai.  Instead, after 
his name there was only the following short notice: 
³Bólyai, Joh., s. [siehe] Farkas Bólyai Anm. [Anmer-
kung].´�The English translation is: ³ Bólyai, János [in 
German, Johannes, which is abbreviated to Joh.], see 
Farkas Bólyai remark.´ (Feddersen, von Oettingen, 
1898: 156).  Elsewhere in this volume there was a 
detailed article about Farkas (Wolfgang) Bolyai, li st-
ing basic data about his li fe and books, and closing 
with the comment that the father ³... berechnete auch 
mehrere Cometen ���´�� L�H�� ³... also calculated many 
cometary orbits.´ (Feddersen, von Oettingen, 1898: 
156; our English translation).  This is very strange 
because we do not know about any cometary orbit 
element calculations by Farkas Bolyai.  We checked 
what is probably the most complete li st of his 
publications (Gazda, 2007) and Sragner, HW� DO�¶V�
(2012) authoritative bibliography, which contains 
data on more than 59,000 astronomical works that 
were publi shed in Hungary between 1538 and 2012, 
and neither of these volumes li sts any cometary orbit-
related work by the two Bolyais.  Unfor-tunately, 
3RJJHQGRUII¶s 1898 edition does not in-clude a 
relevant reference in the article about Farkas Bolyai. 
 

Now we can summarize the reasons why we 
assume that Paluzíe-Borrell  and Cameron based their 
respective accounts on the same source, namely 
Poggendorff¶s 1898 biography, or on other works 
which took their data directly from this source.  
Firstly, the texts are very similar to each other. 
Poggendorff¶s German-language notice about the 

cometary orbit calculations shows a very good agree-
ment with the English-language texts of Cameron 
and particularly of Paluzíe-Borrell .  Secondly, Pog-
gendorff¶s article includes a very rare biographical 
element relating to Farkas Bolyai²his cometary 
orbit calculations²and very probably this is the only 
place where one can find this statement.  And this 
statement also is cited by Cameron and Paluzíe-
Borrell .  There is a third argument, too.  Poggen-
dorff¶s volume did not leave any real option of 
choice between the two Bolyais, and in fact the son, 
János Bolyai, appears only in the article about his 
father.  Our fourth and final argument as to why the 
latter authors chose Farkas instead of János Bolyai is 
that Poggendorff¶s book mentions astronomy-related 
biographical elements throughout, so Cameron and 
Paluzíe-Borrell  would automaticall y think that the 
person Kulin named the minor planet after also 
worked in astronomy.  But, as we have shown in 
Section 2, this is not true.  In addition, no other bio-
graphy supports the Poggendorff claim that Farkas 
Bolyai did any cometary orbital calculations. 
 

Another similar and known case of mis-identifi-
cation relates to the minor planet (87) Sylvia.  
Paluzíe-Borrell  (1963) and Herget (1955) explain 
that (87) Sylvia was named after the first wife of 
Camill e Flammarion (Schmadel, 2003), but in 1866 
the discoverer, N.R. Pogson, published a paper in 
Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society 
where he stated that the name was chosen in ref-
erence to Rhea Sylvia, the mother of Romulus (see 
Schmadel, 2006). 

 
4  CONCLUSION  
 

Our conclusion is that the entry for the minor planet 
(1441) Bolyai that appears in the Dictionary of Minor 
Planet Names relied upon previously-published 
references that contained incorrect information, and 
was not based on a thorough review of the relevant 
original literature.  However, this can be understood 
considering the work-load involved in researching 
and assembling this monumental work and because 
the critical article by .XOLQ¶s was not easy to find. 
 

Cameron as well  as Paluzíe-Borrell  (1963) identi-
fied only the person¶s surname, and this was mistak-
enly associated with Farkas instead of János Bolyai.  
We say this because we could safely assume that 
they found and reproduced the notice about Farkas 
Bolyai in the third volume of Poggendorff¶s Bio-
graphisch-Literarisches Handwörterbuch zur Ge-
schichte der exacten Wissenschaften.  Unfortunate-
ly, the short footnote in Poggendorff¶s biography, 
namely that János Bolyai would be mentioned in the 
following volume, did not prove helpful. 
 

In spite of the approach adopted by Cameron     
and Paluzíe-Borrell , we searched for the naming-
intention of the discoverer of minor planet 1441 and 
we found it.  This was contained in an Hungarian 
article by György Kulin, where he published the 
names and their associated explanations of the three 
minor planets that he discovered.  There he clearly 
stated that (1441) Bolyai = 1937 WA was named 
after the great mathematician János Bolyai.  We 
present a facsimile of the original text and an English 
translation in this article. 
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The cases of (1441) Bolyai and (87) Sylvia are 
examples which ill ustrate that in some cases the 
currently-available name-explanations for certain 
minor planets do not follow the original intentions of 
their discoverers.   
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