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Dr. Sommer’s Moon:
Philology, Cartography,
and Oblivion
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“The comparatively small distance of our satellite,
240,000 miles, renders it the easiest of telescopic objects”
—Revd T'W. Webb (1859, 46).

“THE MOON...one of the first objects to which the
incipient possessor of a telescope will be likely fo direct

his instrument and attention”

—Capt. W. Noble (1886, 14).

Abstract

A rare 19th-century map of the Moon, and its context,
are explored here. This map may be the earliest issued in a
Canadian publication by an amateur astronomer active in
Canada. It has not thus far been noted in the literature.

Lunar attraction

'The personified Moon could claim that she is the novice’s
favourite celestial target for first-light initiation of optical

aids to astronomical sight. The reasons are not hard to seek:
the Moon is easier to locate than most other astronomical
objects, she displays more detail than nearly all other solar
system bodies, and she is safer, less complicated, and less
expensive to view than the Sun, her rival great luminary. For
the beginner with his or her first telescope or binoculars, the
observational accessibility of the Moon has not changed from
the founding of the RASC till now. Similarly, the challenge to
the experienced observer of capturing with ever greater fidelity
the abundant and dramatic lunar detail seen in the eyepiece
remains a challenge, whether the recording medium is pencil
and paper, or an array of electronic sensors. The prolonged
formative engagement of serious and recreational science with
the Moon, coupled with her long, broad, and varied presence
in cultures, lends an enriching resonance through recall and
retelling to private, and outreach observing alike.

In the years after Confederation, the Moon interested many
amateurs of astronomy, some of whom left a memorial of their
activities. Not all of these figures have been written into the
present narrative of astronomy in Canada. One such person is

the Reverend Dr. Alfred Sommer.

Dr. Sommer

Very little information is available on Alfred Sommer. It is
known that he was a native German, which probably, though
not necessarily, means he was born in one of the German
states (Anon. 1883, 92). His birth and death dates have thus
far not been recovered, but a tentative floruit of 1875-1886
can be established for his activity in Canada (Sommers 1879;
Anon. 1883; Cronmiller 1961, 169, 188—-189). He worked as a
Lutheran pastor, and school teacher. Those professions could
certainly be complementary, and indeed may not necessarily
have been separable, given the particular circumstances of
local engagement. That he was well educated is evident from
his honorific of “Doctor,” although in which discipline that
academic grade was awarded, and by which institution, is not
known. It may have been in a branch of theology. His work on
selenography shows acquaintance with many sources in diverse
fields, which also implies access to a good library, or libraries.

During the period 1875-1880, Dr. Sommer was pastor of

St. John’s, Montréal (Cronmiller 1961, 169).2 In the late 1870s
he served as Chair of the Charitable Committee, and Chair
of the Law Committee of the German Society of that city
(Lovell 1878-1879, 767). In 1881-1888 he transferred to

the parish of Listowel, Wallace, and Trecastle, in Ontario. In
1881, he founded St. Paul’s Church in Listowel, and St. James,
Trecastle (Cronmiller 1961, 169, 189). Early in his time there
we read that: “The Listowel high school Board have engaged

a native German, Dr. Sommer, to give lessons to the pupils
wishing to acquire the German language. There are 15 in

the class at present, with the prospect of an increase” (Anon.

1883, 92).

'The secondary sources, contemporary and later, however, make
no mention of Dr. Sommer’s astronomical interests. Scientifi-
cally inclined clergymen were certainly a regular part of the
learned landscape. Many made real contributions to astronomy,
and astrophysics (Chapman 1998, 225-241,295-299, for a
few examples). Among the membership of the early RASC
are numbered Msgr. C. Choquette, the Revid Dr. T.C. Street
Macklem, Rev'd D.B. Marsh, Bishop J.A. Newnham, and the
Rev'd C.H. Shortt, among other clergy (only Choquette and
Marsh were figures of any astronomical distinction). Sommer
was not, however, of their number within the RASC. For

what we know of his astronomy, we must turn to his paper on

the Moon.

Aspiring to philology, and science

One of the periodicals founded in the wake of Canadian
Confederation was the aptly named New Dominion Monthly.
It lasted for about twelve years, not a bad run for a period-

ical of the day (magazine publishing was always a venture
attended by risk). Typical of the quality general periodical
literature of the time, like 7he Edinburgh Review, The Quarterly
Review, and Harper’s Magazine, the New Dominion Monthly
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published articles on a
broad range of topics,
including the sciences.
Some of the articles
could be quite lengthy,
and, when illustrated
(as was not infrequent),
they always featured

a greater propor-

tion of text to image
than is common now.
The images, executed
in media allowing
only black & white,

or greyscale (to use
modern equivalents),
offered less of a
contrast with the text
than do our magazine
layouts (at least to

the later 20th-, and
21st-century eye). All
of these indicate that

; reading habits and
. i 3 expectations differed
in the age of Victoria

Figure 1— The RASC Archives’ rare copy of ~ from what they are

the New Dominion Monthly (7879, January),
containing what may be the earliest
published lunar map of Canadian origin.

now—for those with
the leisure to read.

Sommer’s article, “The
Moon,” appeared in
the “Farewell Number” of the New Dominion Monthly 1879,
January, before it ceased publication for good. Occupying
double columns on pages 5873, even with seven images, and
one fold-out map, it still has a larger word count than the
longest of articles in numbers of the Journal in recent years
(Figure 1).3 There is no authorial or editorial indication of
why this article was chosen for the final issue, but there is an
internal indication that at the time of writing (and, presum-
ably, the checking of proofs) Sommer did not expect the
magazine to fold: “Perhaps time and the favor of our readers
may allow us to speak at some future time about these highly
interesting facts...” (Sommer 1879, 72, note). That time never
came in this particular forum.

The impression Sommer’s paper leaves on the reader is that of
someone attempting to write a miniature treatise touching on
as many scientific and cultural aspects of our relationship to
the Moon as possible. The materials are not all accorded equal
space. First up is a disparate selection of facts on the place of
the Moon in myth, religion, and literature (58-60), followed
by a smaller section on dynamics and physical characteris-
tics (60-61). The longest section is an imaginary trip to the
Moon to survey her features more closely, and experience

her environment (61-72). This narrative device is not consis-
tently maintained, frequently faltering to make room for
various topics, including a sketch of the progress of seleno-
graphy (63-65), a claim to possess proof of a lunar atmosphere
(69-70), a discussion of Linné and observable changes on the
Moon (67-70), the question of life on the Moon (72), and
lunar influence on the Earth (72-73). Of interest is Sommer’s
introduction of evidence from his own personal observations

(67-70).

To give some flavour of the quality of Sommer’s handling of
these topics, several will be explored further below.

His approach to myth, religion, and literature is of the type
now identified with Victorian cultural anthropologists like Sir
Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917), the evolutionary univer-
salist, who to illustrate a point drew examples from many
different cultures regardless of chronological and geographical
differences. The style can be as exhilarating as it is uncritical.

On the opening page alone, Sommer introduces the Roman
attitude to Jupiter, the Hindu and other “Indo-Germanic
races[']” view of the Moon, the Caananite(?) Astarte, the days
of the week, Old Testament Jewish Law, and biblical Jewish,
ancient Roman, and Roman Catholic terms for the Regina
calorum, nomadic worship of the Moon, and the common-
ality of the nomad’s(!) Moon with the Roman’s Diana, the
Egyptian’s Upis, and the Greek’s Artemis.

Citations to supporting texts are there none, justified, in the
author’s words, with: “In the course of this paper various
English, French and German authorities are made use of, but
the names are only mentioned when particular important facts
and observations are referred to” (58, note). Well and good,
until one attempts confirmations of the author’s statements.
We are told that “...the Romans held their Curia and Senate
according to the moon’s phases” (60). Unfortunately, modern
scholarship knows nothing of this (Riipke 2011, 149-150;
Stein 2012, 204-227). One likes to think Sommer didn’t go

in for wholesale invention (4 /a Kellyanne Conway’s “alterna-
tive facts”), but without some indication of his source it may be
hard to trace.

Further on we encounter: “The Jews already called a period
of twenty-eight days according to the circuit of the moon...
(Jareah)” (60). Sommer is not quite correct. One of the poetic
words for “Moon” and one of the words for “month” are

very similar, sharing the same consonants, but not the same
niqqud diacriticals for the vowels. The etymology he states

as fact is not unequivocally established by the outstanding
Hebrew lexicon of his day (Gesenius 1906, 437; the first
edition appeared in 1847). And “The weeks in the month also
originated in the four phases of the moon...” (60). This may
be Sommer’s interpretation of a passage in Philo, however the
ancient author does not actually identify the lunar phases as

the origin of the weeks (Philo 1937, 1. 177-178, 200-201). It
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would seem that Sommer, while ready to delight and inform
his readers with a barrage of varied facts of lunar philology,
could not be relied upon to inform accurately, even by the

standards of his day.

What of his lunar science? To his credit, it appears that he was
concerned to provide his readers with the most up-to-date
information he could find. Unfortunately, he is again dogged
by errors.

We learn that the diameter of the Moon is 472 miles (61). Of
the errors here, the most serious is in the order of magnitude.
Sommer’s 7.5961 x 10? km ought to be 3.476 x 10° km; a
check of the authorities on the Moon he actually does cite
ought to have shown him his error (e.g. Nasmyth & Carpenter
1874, 43.'The figure is close to the modern value; Vaniman et
al. 1991, 28, table 3.1). He even manages to mangle the name
of one of the authorities he frequently cites (and a German, at
that!); Beer & Midler consistently appear as “Biahr & Midler”
(e.g. 62; Beer & Midler 1837). Regarding the synodical
month, one reads: “...since one day upon the moon lasts
nearly twenty-eight terrestrial days” (63). It had been known
for millennia that the synodical month is in fact ca. 29.5 days
(Newcomb 1878, 47). Further on we are informed that Beer
& Midler’s Fraunhofer telescope had a “five inch focus™ (66).
The O.G. was just under 100-mm, and most refractors of that
class had a focal ratio of £/15, which would be 1.524-metres,
or five feet. Sommer’s error may have been due to a simple
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confusion of units. None of this particularly inspires
confidence, even if some of the mistakes might possibly
be laid at the feet of the printers, rather than the author.

His most startling scientific claim is in regard to a purported
lunar atmosphere. It is worth examining at length, both for
what it reveals about the strengths, and the limitations, of
Sommer’s concept of the scientific enterprise.

He begins by laying out something of the history of the
question, proffering strong reasons for believing that the Moon
has no atmosphere, and listing the galaxy of the great and the
good of selenography who argued that side: Tobias Mayer
(1723-1762), John Herschel (1792-1871), Francois Arago
(1786-1853), and Johann Midler (1794-1874) (69).

He honestly states that he can cite but a single “modern”
astronomer backing the other view; Johann Schroeter
(1745-1816, whose name Sommer insists on rendering

as “Schroedter”). His admiration for Schroeter leads him

to imagine an alternative turn to astronomical history, in
which Schroeter had access to spectroscopic evidence before
planetary spectroscopy(!), to bolster the acceptance of his
observations of a lunar atmosphere:

“...we have only one modern astronomer who boldly asserted
and defended the idea of a lunar atmosphere in despite of
all others, and that was Schroedter [sic. | of Dresden. If this
able and diligent observer had been armed with a spectro-
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scope. ..surely his results had been happier and would not be
disregarded by his fellow-astronomers” (69).

Sommer’s praise of Schroeter culminates in his support

of the minority opinion affirming the existence of a lunar
atmosphere. That does not, however, quite prepare the reader
for what follows:

“The main argument(s] of those who still cling to the idea of a
lunar atmosphere are:...5. The green spectroscopic lines

in the moon’s light. Impelled by comparatively new reports
in the Poggendorfer Annalen on the observation of certain
green lines outside the photosphere of the sun, I endeavored to
find the origin of these lines, and discovered them not only in
the sun’s atmosphere far beyond the loftiest protuberances, but
also on the moon’s edge, and even on the rim of an intense
kerosene oil flame I detected a corresponding line in the
ultraviolet part of the spectrum, and found that these lines
are coincident with the main lines of nitrogen. (Here I may
state that I found it extremely difficult to detect any other
lines than the solar spectrum in the sun’s reflected light upon
the moon. But of course this is no reason why a lunar
spectrum should not exist... [69|70]...)...we cannot help
concluding that the elements of the moon are and must be
the same as those existing on the earth...nothing remained
except a cold mass of oxidized elements, surrounded by a layer
of nitrogen as a lunar atmosphere. In my opinion, as the
result of many spectroscopic observations, made in Canada’s
clear winter nights, there is certainly a layer of nitrogen
existing around the moon; but as to the thickness of layer I
neither possess the suitable instruments for measuring it,

nor am I sufficiently prepared to lay before the public my
unfinished calculations. So much only I may remark that the
density of the lunar atmosphere must be at least 1/1000
times rarer than the density of our own air; it must be
perfectly translucent, and does not cause the sun’s rays to
diverge[!]; it must be, by force of gravity, 50,000 times
denser than the surrounding cosmical air or atmosphere; and
it must be free from all combinations of nitrogen known to
our terrestrial chemistry[!];” (69-70).

It is unfortunate that Sommer omits all details concerning

his spectroscope. Did it have a prism train or grating, was

it provided with a slit or was it slitless, was it placed at the
objective or the eyepiece end of the telescope? What was his
source of comparison spectra, if any? Amateurs of his day who
ventured into optical spectroscopy used the “star spectroscope,”
available in both professional and amateur formats. The star
spectroscopes were equipped with prism trains (usually three
prisms, but models with one, or five prisms were available), and
were equipped with a collimating or line-broadening lens, or
both, and sometimes a slit (Browning 1882, 24-29).

'The inspiration for his spectroscopic excursion to the detection
of a lunar “atmosphere”looks to be precisely cited, until
one attempts to follow it up. The pages Sommer cites from

Poggendorf have nothing to do with “the observation of
certain green lines outside the photosphere of the sun,” but
are rather about mercuric bromide in the lab (Anon. 1842).

The “certain green lines...corresponding [to a] line in the
ultraviolet part of the spectrum... coincident with the main
lines of nitrogen”is much too vague a description to accurately
identify the location of the lines, and to compare them to
those of known substances. And one could be forgiven for
asking what “green lines” have to with the “ultraviolet part of
the spectrum?™

Sommer is forced to admit that the lunar spectrum within
reach of his spectroscope is in fact the reflected spectrum
of the Sun, but wants to keep faith with his hypothesis of a
lunar atmosphere, despite the absence of good observational
evidence:

‘Here I may state that I found it extremely difficult to detect
any other lines than the solar spectrum in the sun’s reflected
light upon the moon. But of course this is no reason why a
lunar spectrum should not exist... there is certainly a layer of
nitrogen existing around the moon; but as fto the thickness of
layer I neither possess the suitable instruments for measuring
it, nor am I sufficiently prepared to lay before the public my
unfinished calculations. .. [the nitrogen-based lunar
atmosphere]...must be perfectly translucent, and does not
cause the sun’s rays to diverge. .. [it] must be free from all

combinations of nitrogen known to our terrestrial chemistry.”

In addition to lacking the (unspecified) instrumental means to
gather quality data to test his theory, he confesses his inability
to complete and present a theoretical model. He character-
izes his lunar “atmosphere” as incapable of refracting light, and
composed of a type of “nitrogen” unlike any nitrogen known
to Earthbound chemists in their laboratories. Sommer had
quintessenced his lunar atmosphere, effectively rendering it
unobservable, untestable, and unknowable.’

Sommer’s approach to doing astronomy appears at its best in
is his attitude to the literature. He clearly made an attempt to
search out and present the main scholarly views on the cultural
and scientific aspects of his subject. He claimed to be able to
read the astronomical literature in the main western European
languages, which, if true, was certainly an asset. It must be
remembered that conducting a literature search in the colonies
in the 1870s was a more difficult undertaking than it is now.
'The citations he provided weren’t always full, or accurate, and
neither was his reading (as noted above), but he deserves credit
for making the effort. This, however much it is necessary,

is preparatory to gathering, reducing, and interpreting data
(observations)—it is a prolegomenon to doing science.

Sommer’s astronomy is at its weakest when he tries to explain
his methods, and interpret his data. After presenting the
most likely of explanations for the resemblance of the lunar
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