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The author is well known both inside and
outside astronomical circlesfor his scholar-
ship and for his capacity for engaging read-
ers. Thisbook shows evidence of both these
talents. It tells the story of the revolution-
ary changes in human understanding of the
heavens between 1543 and 1687. These dates
define the period between the publication of
Copernicus De Revolutionibus and New-
ton’s Principia Mathematica Philosophiae
Naturalis. Intheintervening turbulent years,
Copernicus, Tycho Brahe, JohannesKepler,
Galileo Galilei and Isaac Newton were ac-
torsin adramathat saw the human-centred
and enclosing sky become the vast universe
we know today.

Theauthor locates each character in viv-
idly described citiesand intellectual circum-
stances. The richly anecdotal portraits,
complete with gossipy details, bring each
onetolife. Thecritical elementsof the slow

revolution aredescribedin
terms of the careful and
knowledgeable observa-
tions, the rigorously ar-
ticulated theories, and
their publication to a
wider public. The narra-
tiveisenriched with back-
ground information from
our modern understanding
of theuniversethat shows
the pivotal importance of
each contribution.

But ultimately the
book is disappointing.
Therevolution the author
describes is much wider
than he suggests. The
world had been under-
stood through argument
from first principles. A perfect and spheri-
cal heaven looked down on an imperfect
and fallen world while planets moved in
circles or circles of circles in the perfect
harmony of the music of the spheres. The
genius spirit of the wider revolution was
Observation. With observation came the
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need for explanation and
testable theory. The fo-
cusonindividualstends
to obscure the wider
world of ideas and the
role of publication in
making the new ways of
understanding available
beyond the small world
of theintellectual elite.

The book is most
badly let down by itsil-
lustrations. Several of
the illustrated docu-
ments are evidently
scansof previousrepro-
ductions. The colour
photographs look aged
and tired. They make a
gloomy contrast to the
vividness of the narrative. The vivid origi-
nals deserve better.
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