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Introduction
Historical considerations in this contribution are motivated by the start of the work
concerning the Central European Grade Measurements. This time and its trace are
briefly described with a particular view to the Bohemian Crown Lands.
The contribution then focuses on the period after 1919 and an international
scientific cooperation on a non-governmental level, mainly within the International
Union of Geodesy and Geophysics. The Czech National Committee of Geodesy and
Geophysics was quite active and already the 3rd General Assembly of the Union
was held in Prague in 1927 (after Rome and Madrid). Number of historical
documents concerning this meeting is presented in this connection, including
topics discussed and photographs. Also the international and Czech national
protagonists and figures of that time are mentioned. Particular attention is paid to
geodesy section of the Union later known as the International Association of
Geodesy.
The national organizational structure in geodesy is outlined too as an important
factor that affects the level of country involvement in the international scientific
cooperation. The considerations extend to the International Geophysical Year in
1957 and the advent of artificial satellites. This progress together with a new interest
in mathematical and physical foundations of geodesy is clearly apparent in the
subsequent development of geodesy. For that reason some examples are given
concerning gravitational field and figure of the Earth, orbital dynamics, physical
geodesy, mathematical methods etc.
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Martin Alois David (1757-1836)

David was born in a small village of
Dřevohryzy near Marianské lázně
- and in his life was a member of
premonstratensian order at the
cloister in the town of Teplá near
Mariánské lázně.
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David´s main work consisted of determining the geographic
coordinates of different places within the Czech Kingdom.
David was a founder of geodetic astronomy in Czech Lands
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Until that time, the geographic coordinates had been measured
only by Tycho Brahe for the Prague area and the castle in the
town of Benátky nad Jizerou, and by Stepling for the
Clementinum Observatory.
1806 - David became an elected Dean of the Philosophical
Faculty at Prague University.
1809 - David was elected member of the Academy of Sciences in
Munich and in 1815 at the Economic Society in Leipzig.
1816 - He joined the Moravian-Silesian Society of Agriculture and
Natural and Geographic Sciences.
1820 - David traveled to Linz to participate in longitude
differences
measurements
between
Vienna
and
Bogenhausen near Munich by means of charges
detonated at Schneeberg (Steiermark borders) and
Untersberg (near Salzburg).
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1824 - He joined the Patriotic Museum of the Czech Lands and in
1829 the Danish Society for Nordic Historical Studies.
For his merits in determining certain geographic locations, the
Royal Czech Society of Knowledge enabled David to become an
exceptional member in 1795 and a standing member in 1800.
Added to all these honours, it remains to be mentioned that he
was also elected to the post of Rector at the Charles Ferdinand
University in Prague in 1816.

David’s name on the wall of National Museum in Prague.
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Robert Daublebsky von Sterneck (1839-1910)
Sterneck was born in Prague and belonged to
Czech nobility.
- He was a member of the Kaiserliche Akademie
der Wissenschaften in Vienna (1893),
- Dr. h.c. of the George-August University in
Göttingen (1899),
- Generalmajor of the Austrian Army (1905)
- Since 1862 Sterneck was active in
k.u.k. Militär-Geographisches-Institut in Vienna
1882-1909 - member of the Austrian Commission for Grade
Measurements, headed by Theodor Egon Ritter von Oppolzer ,
Michal Franciszek Ignacy Karliński and Wihelm Tinter von
Marienwil
He conquered world recognition in gravity research.
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Prof. Dr. Václav Láska (1862-1943)
Václav Láska was born in Prague.
1883 - He started his studies of mathematics and
physics at the University in Prague.
1884 - Still as a student he wrote his article titled
“Note zur Lösung des Keplerschen Problems”
and published it in Astronomische Nachrichten.
1885/6 - He enrolled to study Higher Geodesy
(by Knight Prof. Karel Kořistka) at the German Technical
University in Prague.
1887 - He finished his university studies and got a doctorate.
Topic of his dissertation was. : “Die Theorie der linearen
partiellen Differentialgleichungen in ihrer historischen
Entwicklung”.
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1890 - Láska habilitated at the Czech Technical University in
Prague. Topic of his Habilitation: “The role of higher
geodesy in the future”.
1891 - As an associate professor he applied for a travel support
to study the great measurements in Germany and
astronomical and geodetic instruments in Germany and
France. Nevertheless the old regime monarchy gave him
only half of the desired sum with the recommendation to
go to study conditions and institutions in astronomy and
geodesy to Vienna, which at the time Láska really did.
1895 - Láska was appointed associate member of the Czech
Society of Science. Nevertheless there was no place for
Láska at universities in his home country.
1895 - Láska accepted invitation to Lvov (Lemberg) and 1898 he
became Professor of astronomy and higher geodesy at
the Technical University in Lvov.
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During his stay in Lvov Láska became known and respected in
the world. Among others he:
- worked in the Oestereichische Zeitschrift für
Vermessungswessen,
- became a titular member of the Société Belge d’Astronomie,
- was an officer of the Earthquake Commision and of the
Zetralinstitut für Meteorologie und Geodynamik in Vienna,
- participated in the International Conference on Seismology in
Strasbourg, 1901.
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Step by step Láska intensified his engagement in geophysics.
1911 - Already as a well-know scientist he accepted an offer from
Prague and became professor of the newly established
department of applied mathematics at the Charles
University, Prague. Later he also led departments of
Statistics, Insurance Mathematics and Earth Magnetism.
After World War I, in the new stat – Czechoslovak Republic,
Láska was engaged in a number of various commissions and
ministerial meetings. His experience was used in organizing
statistics, geodetic and cartographic institutions and especially
in geophysical research in the country.
1920 - He founded Geophysical Institute and became, equally as
in the Czechoslovak National Committee of Geodesy
and Geophysics, its first President.
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Prof. PhDr. František Nušl (1867-1951)
František Nušl was born in Prague
- and studied mathematics, physics and astronomy
at the Charles University in Prague.
1898 - He acquainted with Dr. h.c. Josef Jan Frič - the factory
owner - and together with him he build an observatory
in Ondřejov (near Prague).
1904 - Nušl habilitated in practical astronomy and geometrical
optics at the Charles University.
1908 - He became Professor of mathematics at the Czech
Technical University in Prague.
1922 - He was appointed Director of the State Observatory in
Prague and president of the Czech Astronomical Society.
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1928 - Nušl became Professor of astronomy at the Charles
University.
Nušl was particularly interested in measuring the Earth, time and
in geometrical optics. He constructed a number of interesting
instrument.
For his Circumzenithal, which uses mercury mirror, he together
with Josef Jan Frič got a golden medial at the World Exhibition
in Paris, 1937
On the far side of the Moon there is a crater bearing his name,
similarly as an Asteroid No. 3424.
Since 1938 the Czech Astronomical Society awards a price of
František Nušl
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Further important figures are:

Dr. h.c. Josef Jan Frič (1861-1945)
Prof. Dr. Bohumil Kladivo (1888-1943)
Prof. Ing. Dr. Jaroslav Pantoflíček (1875-1951)
Prof. Dr. Bedřich Šalamon (1880-1967)
Prof. RNDr. Emil Buchar, DrSc. (1901-1979)
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Period after World War I
With the figures such as V. Láska, F. Nušl, J.J. Frič, B. Kladivo,
J. Pantoflíček, B. Šalamon, E. Buchar and others we entered the
period after World War I.
- IUGG, non-governmental, non-profit
established in Brussels on July 28, 1919.

organization

was

- Constituent members were: Australia, Belgium, Canada,
France, Italy, Japan, Portugal, Great Britain and USA.
- The first IUGG president was Charles Lallemand (1857-1938),
geodesist and since 1910 a member and later the president of
the Paris Academy. He was in office in the period 1919 - 1933
and was followed by William Bowie (1933 - 1936).
- The 1st IUGG General Assembly was held in Rome, 1922 and
the 2nd GA then in Madrid, 1924.
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Historical materials say that, following prewar traditions, the
Italian King opened the 1st General Assembly in Rome (1922)
and the King of Spain the 2nd General Assembly in Madrid (1924).
Recall that it was Vittorio Emanuele III and Alfonso XIII.
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Czechoslovak Republic joined the IUGG in 1924.
- Most probably, the Czechoslovak National Committee of
Geodesy and Geophysics was very active at that time.
- One can deduce it from the fact that immediately in Madrid the
Committee was awarded the mandate to organize the 3rd
IUGG General Assembly. It was held in Prague in 1927.
- In addition, on can find in the historical materials that the
invitation to Prague was also from the side of the government
of the republic (and competed with the invitation from Poland,
Portugal and Sweden).
The president of the Committee was Václav Láska
The vice-president was František Nušl.
- The official IUGG material (Year Books) do not indicate the
exact number of participants of the 3rd IUGG GA in 1927. Only
a rough estimate of 300 is offered.
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Nevertheless the materials of that time give more information.
For instance the newspapers “Národní Politika” (National Policy)
of Sept. 7, 1927 published an article titled:
“Foreign scientists in Prague”
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From the article one can get the respective numbers concerning
participation:
Belgium
Finland
Peru
Argentina
Italy
Japan
Yugoslavia
Mexico
New Zealand
Egypt
Tunis
India
Spain
Switzerland

3
4
1
2
18
6
4
1
1
2
1
2
25
5

USA
Sweden
Greece
Siam
Poland
The Netherlands
Norway
France
Great Britain
Denmark
Portugal
Soviet Union

10
4
4
2
3
8
5
32
29
5
4
1

All in all, 182 participants from 26 countries.
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In the Archive of the Library of the Astronomical Institute we can
also find the Programme of the Assemble in Prague:

Réception chez
le Ministre des
Affaires étrangères

Réception chez
le Président
de la République
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At the Assembly in Prague :
- Charles Lallemand was approved to continue the presidency.
- The secretary was Sir Henry Lions (London)
The chairman of the section were as follows:
- William Bowie, C.G.S.,Washington (Geodesy)
vice-chairman (Geodesy): Raoul Gauthier, Geneva
secretary (Geodesy): Col. Georges Perrier, Paris
- H.H. Turner, Oxford (Seismology)
- Sir Napier Shaw, London (Meteorology)
- Louis Agricola Bauer, Washington (Geomagnetism and
Geoelectrics)
- Odón de Buen, Madrid (Physical Oceanography)
- Alfred Lacroix, Paris (Volcanology)
- E.B.H. Wade, Geneva (Hydrology)
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In Geodesy Section general reports were presented:
- on baselines and triangulation by Col. Georges Perrier
- on precise leveling by Charles Lallemand
- on geodetic astronomy by H.L.P. Jolly (O.S.,Southhampton)
- on plumbline derivations by G. de Graff-Hunter (Dehra Dun,
not present in Prague
- on gravity by Emilio Soler (Padua)
- on isostasy by W. Bowie
- on changes of geographical latitudes by Kimura (Japan)
(reported by Tanakadate, Tokyo)
- on cartography by H. Roussilhe (Paris)
- on Earth’s tides by Walter D. Lambert (Washington)
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At the business meetings, within other topics:
- a report on gravity measurements at sea was presented by
Felix Andries Vening Meinesz. It was recommended to
continue and extend these measurements.
- With respect to the Wegener’s theory it was recommended by
Gen. Boskovič as well by William Bowie and Henri-Alexandre
Deslandres to repeat the measurements of geographical
longitudes at main stations occasionally.
- A short communication was presented by Carlo Somigliana
(Totrino) on the generalization of Clairaut’ Theorem.

25

On the occasion of the General Assembly :
- Charles Lallemand, the IUGG President, was awarded
honorary doctorate at the Technical University in Prague and
in Brno (Moravia).
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Finally, we have also a group photograph of participants of the
3rd IUGG General Assembly in Prague.
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The 3rd General Assembly of the IUGG in Prague (1927) was
followed by
Stockholm

1930

Lisbon
Edinburgh

with

(91/240)

331 participants

1933

(40/160)

200

1936

(80/264)

344

Washington 1939

(580/225)

805

After World War II the 8th General Assembly of the IUGG was
held in
Oslo

1948

(46/322)

368 participants
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Period after World War II
We already remember the period. Therefore, allow me to add just
a few remarks.
(.) In geodesy - explicitly discussed and very close contacts to:
spherical astronomy, celestial mechanics, differential geometry,
mathematical analysis, functional analysis (e.g. Nash implicit
function theorem)
(..) In Prague - Prof. RNDr. Emil Buchar, DrSc.,
Corr. Member of the CS Acad. Sci. (1901-1979)
- In 1927 he was awarded his doctor’s degree
in celestial mechanics and went to work at
the Algerian observatory of Buzareah.
- Habilitation (1945): Deflections of the vertical
and the geoid in Czechoslovakia
- From the orbital dynamics of the first
satellites - Sputnik I and II he derived
the polar flattening of the Earth (Nature, 1958).
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(…) Internationally:
- IUGG Symposium U1 - Quo Vadimus, Vancouver, 1987
- Birmingham 1999, IAG-Review 2000-2001 and Reorganization
in 2003: An idea was ventilated - “geodesy may be viewed as
an “auxiliary science” by other scientists” (like mathematics
from the point of view of physicist)
- Related example: The attitude of the famous Wolfgang Pauli to
Pascual Jordan: “Herr Jordan was always a formalist”, he
once told, meaning that Jordan was not a true physicist but
only a mathematician - a lower form of life.
Note, however, that of the triumvirate (with Born and
Heisenberg) that formulated quantum mechanics in the
famous Dreimännerarbeit of 1925, Jordan was the principal
architect of the theory.
- Interview with the new IAG president for GIM International
(25-07-2011).
30

Prof. Dipl.-Ing. Dr.h.c.mult. Dr.techn. Helmut Moritz
at the Geodetic Observatory of the RIGTC in Ondřejov, 2010
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Thank you
for your attention !
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