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Aquatic microscope
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Maker

Attributed to Antoni van Leeuwenhoek
Date


1689-1723

Materials

Brass, glass

Dimensions

h. 18 cm

Pedigree
David de Gorter sr. or jr., Leiden University Physics Cabinet, Museum Boerhaave
This aquatic microscope, or aalkijker, is somewhat different from the instrument of Leeuwenhoek’s published design in Natuurs Verborgentheden ontdekt (1689). This makes the attribution to Van Leeuwenhoek uncertain. The instrument bears more resemblance to an aquatic microscope by Van Musschenbroek (MB 7005)

Aquatic microscopes could be used to study the blood circulation in live eels (hence the name aalkijker). The eel was put in the glass tube.  The tube was fitted in the brass frame by means of the curved clamp. Lenses mounted in brass plates could be inserted into the armature on top of the brass frame. This lens armature could be focused by means of a butterfly nut on a screw thread.
The precise nature of the blood circulation was an important scientific topic in the 17th century. In the 1620s William Harvey postulated the theory of the double circulation of the blood, with the heart working as a pump. This mechanistic theory was adopted by Rene Descartes and his followers. Microscopists, like Van Leeuwenhoek, used their instruments to observe the precise workings of this mechanistic process in detail. 
Fournier, Early microscopes, a descriptive catalogue, Leiden 2003, p.23
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