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only God’s providence active in the present but also its extension through time from the be-
ginning of the world.

Some minor flaws niggle. The text has been copy-edited hastily, and the extent to which sec-
ondary sources are quoted, in the footnotes and the text, suggests that McLean has been overly
influenced by his subject’s habit of compilation with careful attribution. McLean and Miinster are
both worth reading; I would rather have encountered more of each of their words in a book of
this length. Nevertheless, as the first monograph in English devoted to an important and influ-
ential sixteenth-century scholar, The Cosmographia of Sebastian Miinster is a significant contri-
bution to our understanding of a ‘lost’ form of knowledge, and unlikely to be superseded for
some time to come.
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Tycho Brahe has often been viewed as an unicum, a singularity. On the one hand, he is known as
a dedicated astronomer who invented fine and precise instruments; on the other, he is a vain,
quarrelsome, jealous, overbearing and secretive nobleman. Adam Mosley endeavours to disprove
some parts of this picture, to show, as he phrases it, that Tycho Brahe ‘was only one astronomer
among many, even if he was described as a prince’ (p. 297). Mosley sets out to do this by exam-
ining the people, letters, books and instruments by which astronomical knowledge, patronage and
quarrels moved, in order to reconstruct the membership, norms and practices of the astronomical
community of which Tycho was a part. By mapping the circulation of letters, books and instru-
ments, Mosley demonstrates that the making of astronomical knowledge was dependent on the
exchange of these material objects; that it was collaborative, as members traded and calibrated
observations, contested timekeeping practices and argued about the shape of the cosmos; and
that it was embedded in a system of patronage and gift-exchange. Mosley does all this mainly
through an intensive study of Tycho Brahe’s correspondence. His letters reveal the Danish
nobleman to have been part of a community, made up of nobles, scholars and instrument-
makers, with their attendant couriers (of letters, instruments and news), merchants and others.
Moreover, Tycho’s striving for fame and patronage was hardly unusual at this time, and his
vanity and peevishness can be read in this context. In all, Mosley shows how deeply Tycho was
struggling to reform astronomy, especially in his concern for precision in observation and time-
keeping.

Mosley provides a persuasive account of the ways that the exchange of letters; the printing,
reading and exchange of books; and the circulation of instruments made knowledge.
He is particularly enlightening on the ways that instruments mediated knowledge in his
examination of technology and knowledge transfer between Hveen and the Landgrave of
Hessen-Kassel’s court, and between Tycho’s island observatory and globemakers across
Europe. He illustrates the ways that instruments and instrument-makers were central in the
making of astronomical knowledge, and he includes an interesting discussion of the extent
to which calculating devices such as astrolabes, orreries and mechanical models of the universe
were understood to function as models of the cosmos, rather than simply as calculating machines.
He makes clear that whatever else they may have represented, instruments were valued as both
intellectual and material objects, and, as such, they stimulated much debate and discussion about
the cosmos.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087408001623 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087408001623

606 Book reviews

Because so much has been written on Tycho Brahe, Mosley is at pains to correct and refine
many of the long-entrenched notions about, for example, when Tycho first took up the
geo-heliocentric model, when he stopped believing in solid crystalline spheres on which the
planets revolved, how badly he really behaved in the affair over priority and intellectual property
with Ursus, and so on. While these nuggets of scholarship are no doubt of great value especially to
historians of astronomy, Mosley’s methodological points about employing scientific correspon-
dence, books and instruments to map out an era’s scientific culture will prove of interest to
historians of science more generally.

A great deal of effort and industry is evident in this book, and it contains a wealth of infor-
mation for historians, particularly of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century astronomy. But it is also
full of wonderful details that reflect on early modern material life and scientific culture, such as
the precariousness of the exchange of letters, the frustration such delay engendered in letter
writers eagerly awaiting information about astronomical phenomena, the difficulty of printing
mathematical books in the sixteenth century, the ambivalence about the problems and potential
of the printing press and the printed word, and the hot pursuit by early modern scholars of
volumes containing astronomers’ marginal notations. Mosley’s claim that historians of science
should attend to the material culture and practices of astronomy is very well taken, and the fruits
of such an approach are borne out in his book.
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It would be very worthwhile to have a broad-ranging study that took Bernard Capp’s magisterial
Astrology and the Popular Press: English Almanacs 1500-1800 (London, 1979) as its foundation,
incorporating the subsequent thirty years of scholarship and, in particular, exploiting the easier
access to primary sources permitted by digital technology. Louise Hill Curth’s decision to focus
her study of 2,286 English almanacs from the period primarily on their medical contents —a
subject underdeveloped in Capp’s study, and done with his encouragement and con-
sultation — promises to shed further light on this significant but still understudied source for the
history of early modern medicine, science and culture. Indeed, the five chapters (6-10) she devotes
to this tightly defined subject are the most successful, with discussions of astrology and physick,
preventive and remedial medicine, advertisements for commercial drugs, and veterinary medicine
that, taken together, make English Almanacs, Astrology and Popular Medicine: 1550-1700 a
useful contribution.

The chapters on the last two subjects explore virtually virgin scholarly territory, with the one
on medical advertising especially informative, treating, among other interesting topics, the rise
of commercial medicines. Curth argues that the appearance of this ‘new breed of seventeenth-
century commercialized drugs’ (p. 184) towards the end of that century marks a real change from
the earlier and nearly ubiquitous use of ‘kitchen physick’; that is, medicines composed of in-
gredients easily available in the home or garden. She discusses this and other traditional patterns
of what she calls ¢Galenic-astrological’ (p. 117) medicine across several chapters, making the
important point that, although chemical medicaments entered medical practice in the mid-
sixteenth century with Paracelsian medical innovations, traditional astrologico-Galenic diagnosis
and treatment continued — and with very few exceptions — to be featured in almanacs until 1700.
However, on this topic (as on others), comparisons — whether continuities or contrasts — with
contemporary practices throughout Europe, or even simply citations to the relevant scholarship,
would have increased her study’s utility.
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