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1 Development of the mechanical clock

This exercise and discussion will consider evidence for the historical development of the
mechanical clock. We will consider two sources of information:

e Mondschein K., On Time: A History of Western Timekeeping, Johns Hopkins University
Press (2020) (pages 52 — 64).

e North J. D., Monasticism and the First Mechanical Clocks, In: Fraser J.T., Lawrence
N. (eds) The Study of Time II. Springer, Berlin, Heidelberg (1975).

The machinery of mechanical clocks can be classified as: the verge and foliot regulating
mechanism and everything else (gear trains, axles, ropes, ... that drive the dial, bells striking
mechanism, etc.). The crucial feature of a true mechanical clock is that it uses a verge and
foliot and what we would really like to establish is when and where that first appeared.

The purpose of this exercise is to assemble some evidence to decide when the verge and foliot
first appeared, to describe the nature of this evidence, where it can be found and assess its
reliability. You should include this in the answers to all of your questions.

a) It appears that clocks that used machinery had appeared during the 10" and 11"
century in Europe. Did these clocks appear to use water or machinery (such as a verge
and foliot) to regulate timekeeping ?
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b) A possibly crucial piece of evidence about the existence or non-existence of a purely
mechanical clock appeared in a 13" century text. Describe this and what can be inferred
from it about the existence of a purely mechanical clock.
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¢) What evidence points to the existence of purely mechanical clocks from the late 13t
and the early 14" centuries?
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d) Generally, what is the form of this evidence (actual objects or writings)? How reliable

do you find this evidence? How could you begin to strengthen the evidence, using
reasonable resources, that you have seen so far?
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