
MAXIMILIANUS HELL’S UNFINISHED INTRODUCTION TO THE 

WORK EXPEDITIO LITTERARIA AD POLUM ARCTICUM 

 

In the years 1768-1770, the Jesuit Father Maximilianus Hell (baptised Maximilianus 

Rudolphus Höll, also known as Maximilien, Maximilián, Maximilian Hell or Hell Miksa) 

travelled from his workplace at the Imperial and Royal Observatory in Vienna to Wardoehus 

(now Vardø) in far-northern Norway. The principal aim of his expedition was to observe a 

transit of Venus in front of the Sun around midnight on 3-4 June 1769. In his unfinished 

introduction to the work Expeditio litteraria ad Polum arcticum, Hell recounts the historical 

background of the eighteenth-century Venus transit enterprise and gives his own expedition a 

prominent place in the international quest to find the scale of the solar system. 

In a doctoral thesis submitted to the University of Tromsø in January 2012, I analyse 

Maximilianus Hell’s career and his role in the Venus transit projects of the eighteenth century. 

In my thesis, there is a critical edition of the introduction to the Expeditio litteraria, with 

English translation and commentary (see P. P. Aspaas, Maximilianus Hell [1720-1792] and 

the Eighteenth-Century Transits of Venus: A study of Jesuit Science in Nordic and Central 

European Contexts, Chapter III.3). I here offer digital photographs of the manuscripts that 

served as sources for that edition. All were found among Hell’s surviving papers at the 

Wiener Universitätssternwarte (Institut für Astronomie der Universität Wien) in Vienna. 

In Section III.1.3 of my thesis, the various manuscripts are described in some detail. For the 

sake of convenience, they have been named thus (in chronological order): 

A An early, probably the very first, draft to the introduction, in Hell’s own hand 

(7 pages. The longest text) 

B The principal source, a more polished version of the introduction, in Hell’s own hand 

(7 pages. Breaks off slightly earlier than A) 

b A loose sheet with additions or drafts connected to B. In Hell’s own hand (2 pages) 

C The secretary’s copy of B, with a few corrections in Hell’s hand (6 pages. Breaks off 

earlier than B) 

D A revised secretary’s copy, probably the version meant for printing (8 pages. Breaks 

off at the same place as C) 

I thank Prof. Dr. Maria G. Firneis and Dr. Dr. Thomas Posch at the Wiener Universitäts-

sternwarte for their assistance and for providing me the permission to publish my photographs 

of these texts. 

Tromsø, 8 January 2012 

Per Pippin Aspaas 
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