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In the 1870's E. Abbe^ and H. von Helmholtz^ independently presented
theories of the microscope. There has been no examination of the aims of
their papers, though it has been believed that they both succeeded in determin
ing the resolution limit based on their theories.^ However, the lack of a com
parative historical study makes it difBcult to account for the fact that Abbe's

theory survies and Helmholtz's is scarcely known today.
During the first ten years of the 20th century. Abbe's theory replaced
Helmholtz's. Before this, both were viewed as being very similar and Helm
holtz's was more popular than Abbe's. Several reasons may be given for this.
The first is that their theories were presented successively. Secondly, Helmholtz
was much more famous than Abbe in the academic world. Thirdly, the study
of the microscope had followed that of the telescope, and the study by Helm
holtz, as Rayleigh pointed out,^ is analogous to that dealing with the telescope.
It is not difficult to show that many scientists felt that both studies were
much the same, so they read Helmholtz's paper only and did not feel it neces
sary to give their attention to Abbe's. In the case of Rayleigh, for example,
he knew of the existence of both papers,® but he did not read Abbe's paper
until 1894 when G. J. Stoney and L. Wright discussed Abbe's theory in English
Mechanics,^ Following their discussions, Rayleigh began to formulate and
compare the two theories. This fact shows that many academicians did not
recognize the importance and originality of Abbe's theory before Stoney's sug
gestion, considering them to be much the same, and were satisfied to read only
Helmholtz's paper.
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