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“Een onvermoeide arbeid komt alles te boven’
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1. Mathematical life in the Netherlands had reached a low ebb in
the second half of the eighteenth century. The days of STEVIN and
DESCARTES, of VAN SCHOOTEN, HUYGENS and De WITT, the days of Johann

BERNOULLI's professorship in Groningen, they were all long past; and

whereas abroad the aging EULER, LAGRANGE, young LAPLACE and others

were achleving brilliant results, in the Low Countries nothing worth

noting was being contributed towards the development of mathematics.

One should not conclude that nobodv was interested in the mathe-
matical sciences. Several treatises were translated into Dutch, among
them works of C. WOLFF, EULER, CLAIRAUT, SIMPSON [1]. In 1754 a month-
ly journal was started, the Maandelijkse Mathematische Liefhebberije,
met het Maandell jks Nieuws der Fransche en Duytsche Schoolen, and it
found a regular group of readers [2]. Its editor from 1754 till 1765,
Jacob OOSTWOUD, in 1766 became a member of the "Kunstrechnungslieb-
und tibende Societ&t" in Hamburg (cbtaining the guild name "der Occu-
pierende") , and his example was soon followed by several othexr Dutch
admirers of the mathematical arts, both practitioners and dilettantes
[3], among them the founders of the "Wiskundig Genootschap",

Arnoldus Bastiaan STRABBE (guild name: "der Stabilierende™, 1795),
Jan BOLTEN ("de Bevruchtende", 1781), Harmanus RAKERS ("der Reflectie-
rende", 1780) and Pieter HEYNIS ("der HUlfreiche", 1780) [4].

In 1769 publication of the Mathematische Liefhebberilije was sus-
pended, but in 1770 a new periodical was started, with the title
Oeffenschool der Mathematische Weetenschappen; STRABBE was 1ts editor.
Financial difficulties forced the publisher after a few years to back

out. In the last issue (not dated) STRABBE proposes (as he puts it,
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on the advice of one of the subscribers) to form a Society with the

express purpose of resuscitating the journal, and also aiming, more

generally, at the dissemination and development of the mathematical

: .
sciences L5 .1.

Apparently, STRABBE's proposal met with sufficient response. 1In

1778 at Amsterdam the "Genootschap der Mathematische Weetenschappen,
onder de spreuk: Een onvermoeide arbeid komt alles te boven" ("Socie-
ty for Mathematical Sciences, with the device: Untiring Labour Over-
comes All") was founded [6]. Publication of a mathematical journal
was resumed, under the new title Kunst-Oeffeningen over verscheide
nuttige onderwerpen der Wiskunde; the first volume is dated 1782

(see i1llustrations 1 and 2). Since then, although the names of 1its
periodicals were changed several times, and although not every year

a complete volume appeared, the "Wiskundig Genootschap" has continued
publication of a mathematical journal up to the present day [7].

The second part of the first volume of the Kunst-Oeffeningen
contains the Laws of the Society at that time and the oldest preserved
membership list. Both make it clear that the Society, though residing
in Amsterdam, had a much wider scope. For instance, the Laws prescribe
that the Governing Board of the Society should consist of 7 members,
4 of which (including the Secretary) had to be residents of Amsterdam
(the "Binnenbestierders") while the other 3 had to be living outside
the capital (the "Buitenbestierders") [8]. Also, the membership list,
which counts 6 honorary members and 95 ordinary members, shows that
the first members derive from alil over the United Provinces, 1o of
them even living outside the country. The list also illustrates the
close relations, at the beginning, with the "Kunstrechnungslieb- und

ubende Societdt" in Hamburg: among the first 42 members, a third were

also member of the Hamburg Society.
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2. The period in which the "Wiskundig Genootschap" was founded was
not a quiet and peaceful one. In the Republic of the United Nether-
lands two factions, the "Patriotten" (who more and more sympathized
with the French revolutionaries) and the "Prinsgezinden" (supporters

of the Prince of Orange) clashed again and again, and ever more

vehemently. Internationally, the American Revolution (1776) drew France
into a war with Britain (1778); Britain, invoking the British-Dutch

Defense Treaty of 1678, wanted the Republic to ban all commerce with

France and North erica, and the Dutch government acquiesced, but

Amsterdam and Haarlem, on their own, continued trafficking with France
and sought a private treaty with the Americans, and in 1780 Britain
declared war to the Dutch Republic. In the next decade the storms of
the French Revolution swept over the country; in 1795, the Prince of
Orange fled.

All this political unrest did not leave a notable impression on
the "Wiskundig Genootschap'", to judge from the remaining documents.
True, there exists in print a lecture by J. De GELDER in 1814, in
which he denounces, with flowery rhetorics and in no uncertain terms,
"that terrible tyrant, Napoléon'", whose officials even went so far as
to inspect and censor the publications of "Een onvermoeide arbeid
komt alles te boven'", "as if State Secrets could be hidden behind our
mathematical symbols'" [[9]. But the general impression remains that

our mathematicians of around 1800 kept themselves aloof from matters

of state and politics.

Long before the inception of the "Wiskundig Genootschap" several
learned societies were founded throughout Europe. Among the oldest
are the Italian Academies of the seventeenth century (Accademia deil
Lincei 1603, Accademia del Cimento 1657), the Royal Society in London
(1660) , the Leopoldinisch-Carolinische Akademie der Naturforscher und
Artze (1652) and the Academie des Sciences in Paris (1666). The
eighteenth century saw the advent of the Spanish Academy of Sciences
(1714) , the Academy of Sciences of St.Petersbourg (1725) and the
Russian Imperial Academy (1728), while the American Philosophical

Society was founded by Benijamin Franklin in 1743.



