
Keep in touch!
SUPPORT the work of the Museum 
by becoming a member. For an annual 
subscription of £10 you will receive 
the quarterly programmes, issues of 
Broadsheet and an invitation to an 
annual party. 
www.mhs.ox.ac.uk/join-us
SUBSCRIBE to our free mailing list 
to receive a monthly e-newsletter with 
details of events and exhibitions.
FOLLOW US on twitter 
www.twitter.com/MHSOxford
 

Library
Cuts in the Museum’s funding mean 
that we are no longer able to offer a 
regular library service, however items 
from the collection of rare books can 
still be consulted by appointment. 
Arrangements for consulting 
archival material are unchanged; the 
Archivist’s hours are Monday and 
Tuesday, 9 to 5pm.

A catalogue of the books is available 
at www.mhs.ox.ac.uk/library.

For enquiries and appointments email:
collections@mhs.ox.ac.uk

Education Service
The Museum offers a range of taught 
sessions suitable for primary and 
secondary key stages, as well as 
workshops and Study Days for sixth 
formers and advanced students.
Further information can be found at: 
www.mhs.ox.ac.uk/education

Publications
Broadsheet is an 
occasional publication 
communicating the 
work of the Museum; 
it is published on 
the website www.
mhs.ox.ac.uk/
broadsheet and printed for sale.

Museum opening hours
Tuesday to Friday  12.00-17.00
Saturday   10.00-17.00
Sunday  14.00-17.00
Closed on Mondays
ADMISSION FREE

Broad Street, Oxford OX1 3AZ
tel: 01865 277280 
email: museum@mhs.ox.ac.uk 
www.mhs.ox.ac.uk

WORKSHOP
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Sophisticated astronomical instruments survive from many parts of the 
Islamic world. Their technical design depended on the knowledge found in 

mathematical texts, and they are usually studied as part of the history of ideas. 

But they are craft objects as well as intellectual creations, and were produced 

by skilled hand work.

Royal courts were the most important sites for knowledge in the first centuries of Islam. From the 8th century onwards the caliphs in the new imperial city of Baghdad orchestrated a systematic programme of translation of ancient Greek and Indian sciences into Arabic. 

Later centuries also saw the development of new educational institutions (madrasas) and the emergence of urban patrons. But the court remained an important centre for research and authorship, with princes and administrators sponsoring beautifully prepared texts, ranging from religion and literature to astronomy and geography. The most spectacular scientific instruments were an additional element in the courtly culture of conspicuous display.

‘Al-Mizan’ is the Arabic word for balance—both the familiar 
measuring instrument and the metaphorical pursuit of 
justice and harmony in all human endeavours.

For hundreds of years after the advent of Islam, 
Arabic was the language in which mathematics and science were most actively studied. The intellectual achievements of scholars in the Islamic world were matched by the emergence of a highly distinctive visual and artistic culture. 

This exhibition explores the connections between the sciences and arts in Muslim societies. It presents highlights from the Museum’s collection of Islamic scientific instruments alongside medieval manuscripts, metalwork and ceramics on loan from other major collections. The links between scientific inquiry and artistic beauty are vividly revealed through the decorative and practical work of the craftsman. 

Who does not want to preserve a balance in personal life? Are we likely to be persuaded by 

an unbalanced approach to argument or debate? What enterprise can afford to take its eye 

off the balance sheet? 

These preoccupations with the balance may seem peculiarly modern. But the balance is 

an ancient instrument, and it has been both a practical tool and a guiding metaphor in 

many societies. Ubiquitous in daily life, it was also a universally recognized feature of the 

heavens: al-Mizan is the zodiac sign Libra. The balance was probably even more culturally 

pervasive in the medieval Islamic world than now.

Finding the Balance

the geography oF islam
After the foundation of the Islamic era in 622, the Islamic empire grew 
with extraordinary speed. Within a century of its foundation, its territory 

stretched from Central Asia to the Atlantic coast of Spain — larger than 

the Roman Empire had ever been. 
The empire’s rulers controlled a huge diversity of peoples and places. 
Although the empire eventually split into rival dynasties and regions, the 

widespread use of Arabic helped to maintain a common culture. Arabic 
was not only the language of the Qur’an but the vehicle for translations 
and original authorship in all areas of scholarship. Artefacts also reveal continuities across the Islamic world. Although 

cities were often renowned for particular manufacturing specialities, 
the Museum’s collection of astrolabes reveals a shared heritage across 
time and space. While their design details vary, these astronomical 
instruments demonstrate the combination of mathematical and 
metalworking skills across a vast geographical area. 

science and craFt

courtly culture

The detail shows an unusually artful ‘horse’ (wedge), which holds 
together the pieces of this astrolabe by Khalil Muhammad ibn Hasan 
`Ali (manufacture) and Abd al-A’imma (decoration), Persian, c.1700
MHS inv. 50987

Most surviving scientific instruments are made of metal—a robust 
material for practical and portable devices. Brass was the preferred 
material for many utilitarian vessels and utensils, and its suitability for 
engraving made it ideal for the lines and inscriptions on astrolabes and 
globes. 

From the 12th century onwards the technique of inlay became 
particularly popular across the Islamic world. Silver, gold or copper 
was hammered into the surface of brass to create a brilliant decorative 
surface. Brass was transformed from a workaday material to the status 
of a prized luxury commodity.

The manufacture of an astrolabe required much the same equipment 
and skills as other forms of metalwork. This close connection is 
underlined by similarities in decoration: a prestigious instrument would 
feature the decorative styles encountered in other forms of metalwork.

Al-Mizan (Libra) from Kitab al-Bulhan, a 15th-century Arabic manuscript of astrological, astronomical and divinatory texts compiled by Abd al-Hasan al-Isfahani.The Bodleian Library, University of Oxford, MS. Or. 133, f.13b

the art oF metalworkThis handsome 
casket from Iran c. 1200 embodies many metalwork techniques. It has been cast, engraved, pierced, ring-matted and inlaid with copper and a black compound, and its complex decoration is figurative, epigraphic, geometrical and floral.Nasser D. Khalili Collection of Islamic Art, MTW 1106 (Nour Foundation; courtesy of the Khalili Family Trust).

One hemisphere of the globe from the Museum’s unique spherical astrolabe, by Musa, Eastern Islamic, 1480/81. Silver wire has been inlaid into the brass surface of the globe to create lines and legible text. A small portion of the silver has fallen out of the central inscription to reveal the groove into which the silver was hammered.MHS inv. 49687

The exhibition is staged in collaboration with the Oxford Centre for Islamic Studies, in celebration of its 25th anniversary.

One of the 
high points of 
Al-Khazini’s great treatise on the 

science of weights was this very 
elaborate ‘balance of wisdom’, which gave its name to the complete work. 

Lawrence J 
Schoenberg 
Collection, LJS 386

Hand balance set, by Nawruz ‘Ali, Persian, 19th century?MHS inv. 54979

The Emperor Jahangir weighing his son Khurram in gold, silver and fine cloth in 1607. 

This ritual ceremony took place twice a year at the Mughal court and afterwards the 

prince’s weight in these precious materials was distributed to the poor. 
Trustees of the British Museum ME OA 1948.10-9.069

a special exhibition26 october 2010 – 20 march 2011

An astrolabe by Muhammad Mahdi al-Yazdi, Persian, c. 1660 showing a 

gazetteer with the position and direction to Mecca of 43 Eastern Islamic towns.

MHS inv. 45581

This celestial globe by Ja’far ibn ‘Umar ibn Dawlatshah al-Kirmani, Persian, 1362/3 must have been made for a substantial patron. The constellations are engraved and the stars are indicated by inlaid silver discs whose sizes correspond to the magnitude of the stars.
MHS inv. 44790

The manufacture of scientific instruments was organised much like other forms of craft production. Most makers would have had their own small workshop, where the master worked and trained apprentices. As elsewhere in society, trades were 

often passed on from one family generation to the next, resulting in dynasties of 

makers. Collaboration was also common, with a range of specialist skills required 

to create complex artefacts. Just like other fine pieces of metalwork, an astrolabe 

might be signed by both a maker and decorator. But astrolabe makers did not belong entirely to the ranks of ordinary artisans. The 

intellectual expertise required to construct mathematical instruments gave them 

a status similar to that of calligraphers, whose mastery of the written word also 

provided a connection to the learned world. 
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TALKSCONTACT
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SCIENCE

TABLE TALKS 
Free. No need to book Free. No need to book

A 14th-century astrolabe from Morocco will 
be on loan to the exhibition ‘Hajj: journey to 
the heart of Islam’, at the British Museum 
from 26 January.

FAMILY FRIENDLY

CURRENT LOAN The Museum’s instruments often feature in 
special exhibitions in other museums.

GALLERY TOURS

Time Machines
A guide to the special exhibition led by 
curator Stephen Johnston.
Saturday 21 January, 2pm
Saturday 24 March, 2pm

An Uncomfortable (but Brief) 
History of Astronomy
Jim Bennett’s tour is uncomfortable 
because it takes place on the staircase.  
Saturday 18 February, 2pm

Introducing the Museum
Award-winning volunteer-led introductory 
tours take place every Thursday at 2.15 
and 3pm and on the 2nd and 4th Saturdays 
of the month at 11.15am and 12 noon. 

 

A large table in the Basement Gallery is 
used for informal talks and demonstrations.

Theodolite and Plane Table
Jim Bennett looks at some of the tools of 
early geometrical surveying.
Sunday 29 January, 2.30pm 

The Armillary Animated
Stephen Johnston presents time and the 
armillary sphere.
Sunday 26 February, 2.30pm

DROP IN Free. No need to book - just come along. 

Book on 01865 277280 
email: museum@mhs.ox.ac.uk

Pick a Pocket Sundial
Saturday 18 February
Basement Gallery, 2-4pm
Discover ingenious pocket sundials and make beautiful replicas 
based on ones from the Museum’s amazing collection.
Suitable for children aged 7-13.
Suggested materials contribution £5.

Magical Movies
Saturday 7 January
Basement Gallery, 12-4pm
What did the Victorians know about the 
moving image? Find out by making your own 
magical movie toy.
Suitable for ages 7 upwards.

Chinese Dragon Fire-Clocks
Saturday 21 January
Basement Gallery, 2-4pm
Celebrate the Chinese New Year; make a 
colourful Chinese dragon fi re-clock and try it 
out at home!
Suitable for ages 7 upwards.
Suggested materials donation £3.

Cabinet of Curiosities
Saturday 4 February
Basement Gallery, 12-4pm
Discover unusual objects and put together 
your own cabinet of curiosities.
Suitable for ages 5-11.

Fabulous Fundials
Thursday 16 February
Friday 17 February
Basement Gallery, 1-4pm
Design and make your own decorative 
sundial.
Suitable for ages 5-11.

Euclid You Can!
Saturday 3 March
Basement Gallery, 12-4pm
Find out about Euclid and make exciting 3-D 
geometric shapes out of coloured card.
Suitable for ages 7 upwards.

Making Micrographia
Saturday 31 March
Basement Gallery, 12-4pm
Use microscopes and lenses to observe 
tiny things; make drawings and magical 
monoprints.
Suitable for ages 7 upwards.

RIENDLY
email: museum@mhs.ox.ac.uk

Discover ingenious pocket sundials and make beautiful replicas 

Photo: Jon Ley



EXHIBITIONS SPECIAL EVENT

Admission to all special events is free.

See overleaf for times and arrangements 
for purchasing tickets.
Costs: £5 / £3 conc.

Special Exhibition Gallery
Until 15 April

The mischievous scholar Nicholas of Oxford (as featured in 
Chaucer’s ‘The Miller’s Tale’) takes us back to the future for a 
whistlestop tour of the history of time-telling. For him a Roman 
sundial is yesterday’s news, but what will the medieval scholar 
make of a marine chronometer, a Renaissance sundial, a 
revolutionary decimal clock, a stopwatch or the 
most recent physics of time?

Structure Revealed: 
Protein X-Ray Crystallography 
in Oxford
Entrance Gallery
Until 22 January

An Oxford story of the attempt to 
unveil molecular structures, from 
Dorothy Hodgkin’s Nobel-prizewinning 
X-ray crystallography to contemporary 
determinations of medically-relevant 
proteins. A collaboration with the Structural 
Genomics Consortium to mark the 75th 
anniversary of the Wellcome Trust. From the weird to the wonderful, 
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Ultrafast Physics: Past, Present, Future
Tuesday 24 January, 7pm
Public lecture by Professor Ian Walmsley
 
Ian Walmsley is Hooke Professor of Experimental 
Physics at the University of Oxford. He will present the 
shifting research frontier of extremely short-duration 
physics, where time is measured in femtoseconds and 
attoseconds.

Selling Time: Science, Commerce 
and Dirty Tricks in the Distribution of 
Greenwich Mean Time
Tuesday 7 February, 7pm
Public lecture by David Rooney

David Rooney, currently Curator of Transport at the 
Science Museum London, was previously Curator of 
Timekeeping at the Royal Observatory Greenwich and 
published Ruth Belville: The Greenwich Time Lady in 2008.

Decimalising Time: Calendar and Clocks in 
the French Revolution
Tuesday 6 March, 7pm
Public lecture by Dr Matthew Shaw

Matthew Shaw is Curator, North American History, at the 
British Library and recently published Time and the French 
Revolution: The Republican Calendar, 1789-Year XIV. He 
will discuss the extraordinary revision of time measurement 
adopted during the French Revolution.

revolutionary decimal clock, a stopwatch or the 

Lectures
ABTUT TIME!

Ruth Belville, the ‘Greenwich time lady’

Entrance Gallery
From 24 January 

Perspective provides a way of creating 
realistic and accurate drawings 
of three-dimensional scenes. This 
exhibition offers a rare opportunity 
to see a selection of 18th- and 19th-
century English instruments for 
drawing in perspective, all chosen from 
a previously unseen private collection.

Perspective: an English View

CLOSE ENCOUNTERS 

Volunteer-led handling 
sessions in the Top Gallery 
using two time machines – 
original historic sundials from 
the Museum’s collection.

Drop in between 1 and 3pm 
on any Saturday from January 
to March to try your hand at 
dialling.
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Saturday 17 March 
10am-4pm


