
READING COMPREHENSION

EXERCISES

HOOKE, SPRINGS AND... WATCHES

Unità 3 I vettori e le forze

Robert Hooke (1635-1703) was an eclectic man. He is known 
for his law of elasticity, but he was also one of the architects of 
the rebuilding of London after the fire of 1666. The Cathedral 
of St. Paul bears his imprint. Hooke was also a respected 
entomologist: with a microscope of his own construction 
he observed insects and parasites, which he reproduced in 
meticulous drawings thanks to his artistic talent.

Argumentative and quick-tempered, Hooke was often 
at the centre of bitter controversies with other scientists, 
Newton included. The practical applications of his studies 
on springs was exactly such a case. At the time, sailors easily 
got lost at sea, since they knew how to measure latitude but 
not longitude. In fact, they had to simultaneously know the 
exact time at two known locations, for example that of the 
port of departure and that of the ship; the time difference 
would be equal to a certain angle (a difference of one hour 

being equivalent to a 15 degree angle). Knowing the latitude, 
it was then possible to translate the distance from degrees 
into nautical miles.

The real problem therefore was to measure time with 
precision, that is, to have very good clocks. At the time, even 
the best clocks, those based on pendulums, lost rhythm on 
ships. The Dutchman Christiaan Huygens constructed a 
clock with a balance, a device including a spring that ensured 
a regular beat of the unit of time, even during a heavy storm. 
However, Hooke accused Huygens of stealing his idea of the 
balance spring. A heated controversy arose between the two, 
but it ended without winners or losers: the clock worked fine 
anyway. It would take a lot more study before the problem of 
longitude was to find a definitive solution.

Identify devices in your everyday life that use springs.

True or false?
a. Robert Hooke collaborated with Christopher 

Wren in the architecture for St Paul’s 
Cathedral.

b. Hooke was a theoretician with few practical 
skills.

c. Measuring longitude at sea is much more 
difficult than measuring latitude.

d. The clocks designed by Hooke and Huygens 
provided a definitive solution to the problem 
of measuring longitude at sea.

Complete with:
nautical • time • pendulums • controversy • angle • 
longitude • locations • simultaneously • latitude • degrees • 
Hooke • Huygens • spring • hour
To measure _________ at sea navigators had to 
___________ know the exact _______ of two known 
___________, that of the port of departure for example 
and that of the ship; the time difference would be equal 
to a certain _______ (a difference of one ________ being 
equivalent to a 15 degree angle). Knowing the _________, 
it was then possible to translate the distance in ________ 
into ________ miles. The real problem therefore was to 
measure time with precision. At the time, even the best 
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clocks, those based on _________, lost rhythm on ships. 
__________ constructed a clock with a balance, a devi-
ce comprising a ________ that ensured a regular beat 
of the unit of time, even during a heavy storm. Howe-
ver, _________ accused Huygens of stealing his idea of 
the spring balance and a heated _________ arose betwe-
en them.

Match questions and answers.

QUESTIONS ANSWERS

A. What is a balance 
spring?

1. Measuring time, sailors had 
to simultaneously know the 
exact time of two known 
locations, for example that 
of the port of departure and 
that of the ship.

B. Who invented the 
balance spring?

2. A device including a spring 
that enables a clock to beat a 
regular unit of time.

C. What was the 
main difficulty 
in measuring 
longitude at sea?

3. Both Huygens and Hooke 
were working on clocks with 
balance springs at about the 
same time, but Huygens was 
the first to demonstrate his 
working clock.

A. _________   B. __________  C. _________
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