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Abstract: The nineteenth century mathematician Janos 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
Janos Bolyai, and we explain why later scholars continued to erroneously associate it with Farkas Bolyai.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Minar planet names reved how the people who name
them relate to our society and our world. These
names identify nat only the subjeds of many scien-
tific investigations, thus distingushing one minor
planet from anather, but they also express many
different things our wish to hona different people;
the discoverer’s links to arts, sciences, nations and
people; or the geographicd distributions of the dis-
coveers (because they like to name asteroids after
their home towns, or well-known rivers, mountains
or places, etc.). Sometimes they manageto smugde
pditics into these minar planet names, or express
what was important for the discoverer or the comittee
which accepted the name-suggestion. We nate tha
sometimes the naming is aso important for nations,
where members of the nonrastronamicd scientific
community as well as the puldic are very happy
to seethe names of their scientists, adors, writers,
places, etc. honaed in the sky.

However, all of these require that the jugificaions
for the names are the corred ones. Here we show
that these judificaions are not dways corred,
becaise sometimes—especialy in the case of ealy
discoveries—it is very hard to guess the red inten-
tion of the discoverer. In the case of mina planet
(1441) Bolyai we found tha an error has been
repested from sourceto source

The excellent work Dictionary of Minor Plang
Nanmes (heredter referred to simply as Dictionary),
compiled by Lutz D. Schmadd, has the most com-
pletelist of the origin of the names of different minor
planets. According to this work, the minar planet
(1441)Bolyai was “Discovered 1937 Nov. 26 by G.
Kulin at Budgpest. Name propased by the discoverer
in hona of Farkas Wolfgang Bolyai (17751856) a
Hungarian astronamer and computer.” (Schmadd,
2003 115-116) However, aswe will doaument here,
the claimed origin of this minor planet name is nat
corred. In the following Sedion we will show that
in fad this minor planet was named after Farkas
Bolyai’s son, Janos Bolyai, afamousmathematician,
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who developed non-Eudidean geometry in the first
hdf of the nineteenth century.

2 THE CORRECT ORIGIN OF THE NAME OF THE
MINOR PLANET

Gyorgy Kulin (Figure 1), the discoverer, puldished a
nae in the Hungarian language in Csll agaszai
Lapok (in English: Astronomical Papes) in 1939
(seeFigure2).

Figure 1: Gyoérgy 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 nate, Harom Uj, magyarnevii kisbolygo
(trandated as Three new Hungaian named minor
planes) Kulin wrote clealy: “The minar planet num-
bered 1441, temporarily designated as 1937 WA, re-
cdved the name Bolyai after the gread Hungarian
mathematician Janos Bolyai.” (Kulin, 1939: 118; our
English trandation). Althoughvarious images pur-
porting to be Janaos Bolyai are on the web, these are
suspect, and there are no known authentic portraits of
him.

The former Astrononischer Jahresbericht, the
annds of the CoppernicusIngitut Berlin, known as
the Astronamisches Redhen-Ingtitut today, listed the
astronamicd literature from yea to yea, and trans-
lated the titles of foreign languaye pape's into Ger-
man. In Volume 41 of Astronomischer Jahresber-
icht one finds the following title: “G. Kulin, Drei
neue Kleine Planeten mit Ungaischen Namen.
Csillagaszati Lapok 2 118 (Ungarisch).” (Astron
onmischer Jahresbericht, 1941: 135) However, it

118 Aprd kizlemények

Harom 1j, magyarnev{i kisbolygd. A svébhegyi Csillagvizsgaléban
évek Ota folyé kisbolygémegfigvelések eredményeképen szimos 6j fel-
fedezés tortént. Az ezekre vonatkozd megfigyeléseket a Csillagvizsgild
Intézet kiilon kiadvényban tette kozzé. (7. sz. kiadviny.) A 40 1j fel-
fedezésli kisbolygd koziil mindazoknak, melyeknél lehetséges volt, palyaja
is ki van szamitva. Ezek k6zott 8 olyan, melyeknek pdlyaelemei teljesen
megbizhatéknak bizonyultak s fgy ezeket a berlini Copernicus Intézet
a szidmozott, véglegesen elismert bolygék soriba felvette. Harom kis-
bolygénak 1939-ben tértént wjr: lésével — a szokés szerint — a fel-
fedezd elnyerte azt a jogot, hogy azoknak vilasztdsa szerint nevet is
adhatott. Ez volt az elsé alkalom, hogy magyar felfedezésii bolyg magyar
vonatkozasti nevet kapott.

Az 1441 sorszdmi és 1937 WA ideiglenes jelzéssel ellatott bolygd
a nagy magyar matematikus Bolyai Jénos nevének megorokitésére a
Bolyai nevet kapta. Ez a névadas egyrészt irdnta érzett tiszteletiink és
megbecsiilésiink kifejezése, magya k biiszke megvallisa.

Az 1442 1937 YF kisbolygd Corvin Mityasrél nyerte a Corvina
nevet. Arrél a Matyasrél, akinek viligszerte hires kédexei a Corvindk,
a magyarsag tudoményos miveltségének jelképei.

Az 1445 1938 AT jelzésti kisbolygénak Wodetzky Jézsef professzo-
rom javaslatira Konkolya nevet adtuk. Konkoly Thege Miklés nevét
viseli a mai Svéibhegyi Csillagvizsgalé Intézet is, minthogy ez az Ogyallai
Csillagvizsgalé helyett és annak bizonyos mértékben utddaképen jott
létre. Az Ogyallai Csillagvizsgilé megalapitisa pedig Konkoly Thege
Mikl6s aldozatos szellemének kdszonhetd. A névadis tehat red vonmat-
kozik és egyben annak a magyar nemesi szellemnek szdl, amely sajat
iigyének ismeri el a magyar kultira és mivelédés iigyét s azért 4ldozatot
hozni drémmel kész. Kulin Gyirgy.

Figure 1: The discoverer Gyorgy Kulin’s (1939: 118) article
in Csillagaszati Lapok. Kulin wrote about the denomination
of (1441) Bolyai in the second paragraph: “Az 1441 sors-
zamu és 1937 WA ideiglenes jelzéssel ellatott bolygé a nagy
magyar matematikus Bolyai Janos nevének megorokitésére
a Bolyai nevet kapta.” This translates as: “The minor planet
numbered 1441, temporarily designated as 1937 WA, re-
ceived the name Bolyai after the great Hungarian mathe-
matician Janos Bolyai.”

seams that this reference was nat used to find the
origind explandion of the name. In the following
Sedion we will investigate how it was possble tha
we have the same incorred name explanation in two
other fundamental works on the origin of the minor
planet names: Paul Herget’s The Names of the Minor
Plands (1968) and Antonio Paluzie-Borrel’s The
Names of the Minor Plands and their Meanings?
(1963)

3 FARKAS BOLYAI AND JANOS BOLYAI: WHY
FARKAS?

It seamslikely tha ndther Herget nar Paluzie-Borrell,
nor the Dictionary, used the origina Kulin reference

Therefore, they had no other way of finding the
corred explanation. The Astronomsche Nachrichten
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mentioned only that the name of this minor planet is
1441 Bolyai, without explanaion (Stracke, 1940.
The BeobachtungsZirkulare der Astronomschen
Nadrichten (Benennungen, 193) and the Zirkular
No. 2011 of the Astronamisches Redhen-Ingitut
(Planetenbenennungen, 193) wrote the same. These
sources did nat list the given name, so one cannd
identify whether it was Farkas or Jdnos Bolyai onthe
basis of these puldications. No more information is
available, and the only placewhere Kulin specified
which Bolyai he named the cdestial body after was
his Hungaian nate. But this does nat explain why
the afore-mentioned astronamers thoudht that Farkas
was the person to whom the credit should be given
rather than Janos.

Farkas Bolyai appears as®... astronamer and com-
puter ..” in the Dictionary. This qudation is suspic-
ious because—although he was a pdymath—Farkas
Bolyai primarily was a mathematician. His conrec
tionsto astronamy are quite limited: hetaught astron-
omy at his college in Hungary, but he was never
considered to be an astronamer. Overdl, the quda-
tion in the Dictionary magnifies a negligible pat of
his interest, whil e the eseence of his life—his mathe-
maticd work and results—is all butignaed. There-
fore it is worthwhile to investigate the associated
reference given in the Dictionary, which is The
Names of the Minor Plands by Paul Herget (1969.
In this bodk on pagel30we find: “Name proposed
by the discoverer in hona of Farkas Wolfgang Bol-
ya (1775-1856),a Hungarian astronamer and com-
puter.” This is repested word by word in the Dic-
tionary. Herget (ibid.) states only that the author of
this nate was “RC”, i.e. Robert C. Cameron. For
minor planet entries in his bodk Herget often gives
more predse references and cites papes in various
journds, or hecites the Minor Planet Circulars. But
sometimes there is only a name code asthe origin of
the information, and this is the case for the minor
planet Bolyai.

Herge mentions in the Introdudion to his book
that he and his co-authars relied heavily on the work
of Antonio Paluzie-Borrell, who also started to com-
pile a similar work. Paluzie-Borrell puHished his
own bookin 1963unde the title of The Names of the
Minor Plarets and ther Meanings The Dictionary
aso uses the work by Paluzie-Borrell. Paluzie-
Borrell (1963: 110) wrote the following about the
origin of the name of (1441)Bolyai: “Farkas Wolf-
gang Bolyai (1775-1856) Hungaian astronamer
who computed cometary orbits.” Note that the mean-
ing of the German given name ‘Wolfgang’ is quite
similar to, but nat exactly the same as the Hungarian
given name ‘Farkas’. Farkas means ‘Wolf’. Like
R.C. Cameron, Paluzie-Borrell does nat give any
referencefor this explanation.

The similarity beween these two explanations is
so striking that one might suppese tha Paluzie-
Borrell and Cameron used the same source  But
there are other posshiliti es: that Herget’s book erron-
eoudy repeated Paluzie-Borrell’s data, taking dired-
ly the mistakenly information from his book or tha
it was a pasond communicaion from Paluzie-
Borrell to Cameron, who shortened the explanaion a
little and somehow forgat to mention the origind
source
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Whatever the source of this information, we decid-
edto chedk a posshle origind source We took into
acount the fad tha these authors would have
cheded on hundedsof persons after whom different
minor planets were named, and they were interested
only in the most impartant data relating to their lives
(nationdliti es, birth and death dates, and their most
important scientific contributions or results etc.—all
in jug one or two sentences). That is why they
probably used some well-known, widdy-acceted
and well -respected encyclopedia or lexicon. Because
of the nature of the minar planet names, they needed
one or more appropriate biographies of scientists.
These biographies had to be puHished prior to 1963,
the puli céion date of Paluzie-Borrell’s book.

Of course many such biographies exist, and we can
only speculate that they worked in thisway, andit is
even more speculative what kind of biography or
biographies they used because they did nat give their
references. However, one can consida the well-
known, widdy-accepted series of biographies of
scientists that initially was edited by J.C. Poggen-
dorff. After his death, this series continued and was
asociated with his name. This Poggendoff ’s-series
is cdled the Biographisch-Literarisches Handwoter -
buch zur Geschichte der exacten Wissenschaten.
The first two volumes did nat contain any inform-
ation about Farkas or Janos Bolyai (Poggendarff,
1863), but in the second volume Poggendaff listed
the names of those people who will be mentioned in
the subsequent supplementary volume, includng
“Bolyai, W.” (i.e. Farkas Wolfgang Bolyai). Volume
Three was pulished in 1898 asJ.C. Poggendorff’s
Biographisch-Literarisches Handwoterbuch — zur
Geschichte der exacten Wissnschaften, but it did not
include an article about Jancs Bolyai. Instead, after
his name there was only the following shat natice
“Bdlyai, Joh., s.[siehe] Farkas BAlyai Anm. [Anmer-
kung].” The Endish trandationis: “ Bdlyai, Janas[in
German, Johannes, which is abbreviated to Joh.], see
Farkas Bdlyai remark.” (Feddesen, von Oettingen,
1898:156) Elsewhere in this volume there was a
detail ed article about Farkas (Wolfgang) Bolyai, li st-
ing basic data about his life and bodks, and closing
with the comment that the father «... berechnete auch
mehrere Cometen ...”, i.e. “... dso cdculated many
cometary orbits.” (Feddesen, von Oettingen, 1898:
156 owr English trandation). This is very strange
becaise we do nat know about any cometary orbit
element cdculations by Farkas Bolyai. We cheded
what is probably the most complete list of his
pulicdions (Gazda, 2007) and Sragner, et al.’s
(2012) autharitative bibliography, which contains
daa on more than 59,000 astronamicd works that
were pulished in Hungary beween 1538and 2012,
and neither of these volumes li sts any cometary orbit-
related work by the two Bolyais. Unfor-tunaely,
Poggendorff’s 1898 edition does na in-clude a
relevant referencein the article about Farkas Bolyai.

Now we can summarize the reasons why we
asame that Paluzie-Borrell and Cameron based their
respective acourts on the same source namely
Poggendorff’s 1898 biography, or on other works
which took their daa diredly from this source
Firgly, the texts are very similar to ead other.
Poggendorff’s German-language natice about the
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cometary orbit cdculations shows a very goodagree
ment with the English-language texts of Cameron
and paticularly of Paluzie-Borrdl. Sewndly, Pog-
gendorff’s article includes a very rare biographical
edement relaing to Farkas Bolyai—his cometary
orbit cdculations—and very probably thisis the only
place where one can find this statement. And this
statement also is cited by Cameron and Paluzie-
Borrell. There is a third argument, too. Pogge-
dorff’s volume did na leare any red option of
chaice beween the two Bolyais, and in fad the son,
Janos Bolyai, appears only in the article about his
father. Our fourth and find argument as to why the
latter authars chose Farkas ingead of Janos Bolyai is
that Poggendorff’s book mentions astronamy-rel ated
biographical elements throughait, so Cameron and
Paluzie-Borrell would auomaticdly think tha the
peson Kulin named the mina planet after also
worked in astronamy. But, as we have shown in
Sedion 2, thisis nat true In addtion, no other bio-
grephy suppats the Poggendofff claim tha Farkas
Bolyai did any cometary orbital cdculations.

Ancther similar and known case of mis-identifi-
caion relates to the minor planet (87) Sylvia
Paluzie-Borrel (1963) and Herget (1955) explain
that (87) Sylvia was named after the firg wife of
Camille Flammarion (Schmadd, 2003), but in 1866
the discoverer, N.R. Pogson, pulished a pape in
Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Sogety
where he stated that the name was chosen in ref-
erence to Rhea Sylvia, the mother of Romulus (see
Schmadd, 2006).

4 CONCLUSION

Our concluson is tha the entry for the minar planet
(1441)Boalyai that appearsin the Dictionary of Minor
Plang Names relied upm previoudy-pulished
references tha contained incorred information, and
was nat based on a thoroughreview of the relevant
origind literature. However, this can be understood
considering the work-load invdved in reseaching
and asembling this monumental work and becaise
the criticd article by Kulin’swas nat easy to find.

Cameron aswell asPauzie-Borrell (1963 identi-
fied only the person’s surname, and this was mistak-
enly associated with Farkas instead of Janos Bolyai.
We say this becaise we could safely assume tha
they found and reproduced the natice about Farkas
Bolyai in the third volume of Poggendoiff’s Bio-
graphisch-Literarisches Handwoterbuch zur Ge
schichte der exacten Wissenschaften.  Unfortunate-
ly, the shot foanate in Poggendorff’s biography,
namely that Janos Bolyai would be mentioned in the
following volume, did nat prove helpful.

In spite of the approach adopted by Cameron
and PduZzie-Borrell, we seached for the naming
intention of the discoverer of minar planet 1441 and
we found it. This was contained in an Hungarian
article by Gyorgy Kulin, where he pulished the
names and their associated explanations of the three
minor planets that he discovered. There he clealy
stated tha (1441) Bolyai = 1937 WA was named
after the grea mathematician Janos Bolyai. We
present a facsimil e of the origind text and an Endlish
trandationin thisarticle.
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The cases of (1441) Bolyai and (87) Sylvia are
examples which illugrate tha in some cases the
currently-available name-explanaions for certain
minar planets do nat follow the origind intentions of
their discoverers.
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