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A N  H IST O R IC AL  E X A M IN A T IO N  OF T H E  CONNECTION OF  
C A L IX T U S  I I I  W I T H  H A L L E Y ’S COMET.

W IL L IA M  F. R IG G E

F o r  P o p u l a r  A s t r o n o m y .

There has just appeared from the Vatican Press a large-sized 
pamphlet of forty pages, which deserves to be regarded as the 
final word concerning the connection between Calixtus III and 
Halley’s comet. It is entitled “ Calixte III et la Comete de 
Halley,” and was written by Father J. Stein, assistant to 
Father Hagen at the Vatican Observatory.

The author has had access to every existing document, and 
has treated his subject so exhaustively from an historical point 
of view, that one cannot withhold the conviction that he has 
settled the question for all time, and that future writers can 
do nothing better than consult the present pamphlet. No 
further apology therefore is needed for presenting this short 
review of Father Stein’s work to all those that are desirous of 
knowing the exact facts ot the case.

The author begins by placing before us a few historical facts. 
They are in brief that the Turks had captured Constantinople 
on May 29, 1453, and that the reigning Pontiff Nicholas V had 
called upon all Christian kings to organize a crusade against the 
Turks. As he died shortly after, Calixtus III ascended the papal 
throne on April 8, 1455, and at once vigorously prosecuted the 
work of his predecessor. But as his words fell upon deaf ears, 
he addressed himself to the faithful at large and issued a solemn 
bull on June 29, 1456, in which he ordered that in every church 
throughout the world, every day between Nones and Vespers, 
one or more loud bells should be rung three times, in the same 
way as is done for the Angelus, and that then everybody should 
say the “ Our Father” and the ‘ ‘Hail Mary” three times. In 
addition he ordained that on the first Sunday of every month 
there should be general processions, in which everybody should 
take part, and that at these a sermon should be preached to 
confirm the hearers in the faith, to induce them to practice 
patience in their adversity, and to do penance, and finally that 
the hearers should be told of the cruelty of the Turks and 
of the harm they had done the Christians and were trying 
to do now, and that all should offer up their prayers and vows 
to God against them.
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All the important parts of this celebrated bull are given in 
the original Latin, and it is easy to see that there is no refer
ence of any kind to a comet.

Halley’s comet had appeared a few weeks before the promulga
tion of the bull. It had been seen in Italy for the first time at 
the beginning of that same month of June. During the latter 
half of the month it was visible in its greatest splendor for 
more than three hours after sunset. The tail is said to have 
been sixty degrees Long and of a golden color, and to have re
sembled a waving flame.

The first Sunday of July, 1456, fell on the fourth day of the 
month. On that day the first solemn procession ordered by the 
bull was held in Rome, and also on that same day the Turks 
began the siege of Belgrade.

The comet was still visible, but disappeared from view a few 
days after Toscanelli’s last observation of it on the 8th. On the 
14th there was a naval combat on the Danube, in which the 
Christians gained some advantage over the Turks. But on the 
21st and 22nd the Turks were routed in a decisive battle. The 
comet at that time was no longer visible to the naked eye, and 
could not therefore have influenced the combatants.

The news of the great victory reached Rome on August 6, the 
feast of the Transfiguration. This feast, which had been cele
brated only in a few places, was on the first anniversary of that 
day, that is on August 6, 1457, for that reason made obliga
tory for the universal church. And on its next anniversary, 
August 6, 1458, Pope Calixtus III died after a reign of only 
three years and four months.

These being the facts, the author then recounts the comet 
story as it appears in modern writers. He quotes from Laplace, 
Daru, Arago, Littrow, Smyth, Grant, Babinet, Chambers, Flam- 
marion, Draper, Newcomb, Jamin, White, Henkel, Dean, and 
the Scientific American. It is very interesting to read the many 
variations that these writers put upon the story. Some of these 
the author succeeds in tracing to previous writers, whose words 
have been marvellously misstated or added to.

He then examines all the contemporary historians, Saint 
Antoninus, Aeneas Sylvius, Saint John Capistran, ten Italian 
and seven foreign chroniclers, not a single one of whom con
nects Calixtus III in any way with Halley’s comet, although 
they all more or less mention the bull, the prayers, the proces
sions, the Turks, the comet, and other items.

The origin of the bull-and-comet myth is finally traced to



216 Calixtus III and Halley's Comet

Platina, who was commissioned in 1471 by Sixtus IV to write 
his History of the Popes, and who after having finished it in 
1475 was made librarian (not archivist) at the Vatican. He 
died in 1481.

As to Platina’s character as an historian, Gregorovius says 
that “ he wrote with ease and elegance. But his work is with
out historical foundation and without mental acumen, and is 
only an agreeable handbook, in which classic biography is seen 
to have been the exemplar.”  Pastor calls his life of Paul II a 
veritable historical caricature.

Platina was a contemporary of Calixtus III. And as there • 
seems to be no reason for questioning his statements in the 
present instance, his narrative is not without authority. The 
authenticity of the text is beyond dispute, because the magnif
icent manuscript of his work, which he personally remitted to 
Pope Sixtus IV, is perfectly preserved in the Vatican library. 
As it is the only contemporary source that connects the pope 
with the comet in any way, the famous passage is given by a 
faithful photographic reproduction of Platina’s original (Latin) 
manuscript. A literal (French) translation is then added, which 
is as follows (in English).

“ A hairy and reddish comet appearing for several days: as 
the mathematicians predicted an enormous pest, a drought, 
some great calamity: Calixtus, in order to avert the wrath of 
God, ordered processions [the Latin supplicationes is not the 
English supplications] to be held on certain days: in order that 
if any evils were impending, He would turn them wholly on 
the Turks, the enemies of the Christian name. He ordered also, 
in order to move God by assiduous prayers, that at noon a 
signal should be given by bells to all the faithful, that by their 
prayers they might come to the aid of those who were unremit
tingly fighting the Turks.”

While the main facts of this statement are substantially true, 
it is the motive—the dread of the comet—actuating Calixtus, 
that is at issue.

The author in commenting upon this passage proves that the 
noon signals given by the bells have no connection with the 
comet, first, because no mention is made of the comet in the 
bull which orders these signals, and secondly, because no con
temporary writer brings the two together. He then takes up 
the question of the processions. If these were to be held on ac
count of the comet, then there must have been two processions, 
one on account of the comet as Platina says, and the other on
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account of the Turks as the bull orders. If so, why then does 
Platina not mention the processions ordered in the bull, which 
were celebrated with such extraordinary solemnity and such 
large gatherings of the people, that all contemporary historians 
speak of them. Why then does not Saint Antoninus, to whom 
as archbishop of Florence, all pontifical documents were ad
dressed personally, mention the comet processions, seeing that 
he speaks of the other processions and of the comet. Why do 
all contemporary historians who mention the comet or the pro
cessions or both, remain so silent in regard to the prayers 
against the comet? That the processions ordered in the bull 
should have been conjointly directed against both the comet 
and the Turks, or that the historical testimony connecting the 
two has been lost, are gratuitous assumptions which can be 
discussed only after they have been proved.

The Platina vein is then followed in the writers of the suc
ceeding centuries, such as Calvisius, Spondanus, Lubienietski, 
Fleury continued by Fabre, Bruys, Laplace, and Arago, and the 
growth of the comet story is noted. All authors are quoted in 
the original, and there are numberless foot-notes in small type 
full of collateral information.

Citations from the greatest astronomers, from Calixtus’s con
temporary Toscanelli, and even from Newton and Arago, prove 
that comets may do harm to the Earth. Even in our enlighten
ed twentieth century, at the present return of Halley’s comet in 
1910, Dr. Smart, speaking of our passage through the comet’s 
tail on May 19, says “ that matter thrown off by the comet at 
the node may enter our atmosphere, in which case we must 
hope that cyanogen, which so often appears in cometary spectra, 
may not be inconveniently in evidence.” Why then should we 
blame the astronomers of the fifteenth ceutury for their dread 
of comets?

The opposite view, that comets are absolutely harmless, is 
also proved by a large number of quotations, a very interesting 
one being found in a letter of Father Kircher’s in Rome, Janu
ary 31, 1665, in which he speaks of a conversation he had with 
Pope Alexander VII on occasion of the great comet of 1664, 
and says that the pope laughed at the fears and other un
favorable predictions of astronomers and considered them as so 
many imaginations.

In conclusion let me transcribe completely the author’s own 
recapitulation.

“ 1. Among the 101 volumes in folio of the Regesti pertaining
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the pontificate of Calixtus III (1455-1458), that are preserved 
in the Archives of the Vatican, not a single one of the documents 
contained in them makes the slightest allusion to Halley’s comet.

2. In the authentic bull of June 29, 1456, which is to be found 
amongst these official acts, the pope, for the purpose of im
ploring the help of God against the Turks, decrees solemn pro
cessions and orders prayers, the signal for which is to be given 
about noon by the sound of bells.

3. The fact is incontestable that this bull was promulgated a 
few weeks after the appearance of Halley’s comet, after the 
astronomers had already on their part published sinister prog
nostications, and that the processions ordered by the bull were 
held in the city of Rome for the first time on July 4, when the 
comet was still visible.

4. It is no less incontestable that the religious ordinances 
prescribed by the pope had no connection whatever with the 
appearance of the comet. The testimony of contemporary 
authors, at whose head stands Saint Antoninus, archbishop of 
Florence ( +  1459), confirms this truth, and the authentic text 
of the bull itself is its most convincing proof.

In spite of this historic fact, however, the testimony of the 
humanist Platina, librarian of the Vatican from 1475 to 1481, 
has been invoked and is still often invoked.

5. Platina, in his work Vitae Pontificum (completed about the 
beginning of 1475), mentions the processions (supplicationes) 
and the noon prayers exactly as they are to be found ordered in 
the bull; but when he says that the gloomy judgments of the 
astronomers were the motive of the pontiff’s orders, he draws 
upon his own imagination.

6. In the judgment of writers like Gregorovius, Burckhardt 
and Pastor the authority of Platina as an historian is such 
that his testimony ought to be accepted with great caution, 
even when there is no positive proof of error in his statements.

7. His narative has nevertheless remained for many writers 
the only historical source of this fact, while true documents 
have been neglected. Calvisius and Fabre, the continuator of 
Fleury, have more than all others contributed towards the ac
ceptance of the fable inserted in the Vitae Pontificum.

8. Amongst astronomers Laplace seems to have been the first 
to make use of the phrase “ exorcise the comet” ( “ conjurer la 
comete” ). Arago in 1832 speaks of an excommunication, and 
from that time on to our own day, hardly has the hairy star 
begun to put in its appearance but we hear of exorcisms and
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anathemas. In raillery of this sort the prize will readily be 
conceded to Babinet: he makes the Franciscans exorcise the 
comet during the battle of Belgrade.

9. The comet had disappeared several days before the battle 
of Belgrade; it could not therefore in any way frighten the 
combatants.

10. The assertion that the comet was universally considered 
as a presage of the defeat of the Christians by the Turks, is 
entirely without foundation. Several contemporary authors 
even say the very contrary. On the whole the terror caused by 
the appearance of the year 1456 has been too much exaggerated.

11. A certain dread of comets was justifiable at that period, 
when the cosmic nature of these bodies and the laws of their 
motion were unknown, and the opinions of eminent savants like 
Toscanelli were not of a nature to calm the imagination.

12. A little historical criticism never does any harm, even in 
writing the history of comets.”

Creighton University Observatory,
Omaha, Nebraska.

H A S  T H E  MOON A  R O TATOR Y M O V EM EN T ?

P t. 1 b y  E. F . del RINCON 
P t. 2 b y  A L F R E D  J. M IL L E R

F o r  P o p u l a r  A s t r o n o m y .

Part 1.
In many books of astronomy which I have had occasion to 

read, I have seen affirmed in clear and categoric manner that 
our satellite has a movement of rotation. Nor have I en
countered one astronomer who may be determined in favor of 
the contrary opinion. Even the widely read Flammarion, one 
of those who have contributed most with their elegant style to 
the popularization of astrorlomical science, maintains the same 
thesis. Perhaps there are some who withhold themselves from 
this general opinion, but I do not know them.

Is it that the subject has all the marks of axiomatic truth? 
So evident is that rotary motion of the Moon that not the 
slightest shadow of doubt can obtain in any thinking mind? I 
have thought and re-thought much upon it, and frankly I have 
not found that evidence in any part. Moreover, I have always 
believed that what those astronomers considered a movement


