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There is a growing consensus in the international community that historical activities of pupils and students may further their mathematical understanding by
• providing insights into the development of mathematical concepts;

• developing a deeper understanding of the role of mathematics in our surrounding world and its relation to applications, culture and philosophy;

• encouraging the perception of the subjective dimensions of mathematics.
Among the various possible activities by which historical aspects might be integrated into the teaching of mathematics, the study of an original source is the most demanding. This is exemplified by an experience of reading with students (grade 12) parts of the ‘textbook’ on the differential calculus which Johann Bernoulli had written in 1691/92. Bernoulli’s manuscript of some forty Latin pages was lost for more than two hundred years until a copy of it was detected in the library of the university of Basel in 1922. A German translation of the manuscript appeared in 1924.
On the basis of this example the paper explains the principles of a hermeneutic approach to the history of mathematics. Hermeneutics as the science of reading texts is shown to provide a sound pedagogy for the mathematics classroom. In particular, students will have to use the mathematics they have learnt in a new and quite demanding way.
The paper will end with recommendations for the training of future teachers of mathematics.

