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Leibniz paved the way for mathematical ad-
vances on the Continent, while British re-
searchers doggedly hung on to the cumber-
some Newtonian notation for decades. Gom-
ez offers extensive geometrical proofs, com-
plete with coloured diagrams, but he also 
gives the modern reader the trigonometric 
approach for ease of understanding. On the 
content of the two books, anyone looking for 
the original Greek and modern English trans-
lation must turn to the Carman and Buzón 
book, as Gomez just gives excerpts in En-
glish to advance his analysis. Thus, they are 
complimentary. There is a typo in the Gomez 
book: “proof” should be “prove” on page 45. 
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What it says on the cover: the history of 
astronomy and related fields within the Max 
Planck Society (MPS), covering mainly the 
time from 1946 through 2000. If necessary, 
some background material from earlier times 
is included, and some projects begun before 
2000 are followed for a somewhat longer 
time. Data-privacy restrictions, however, al-
low access to archival material only to 2004; 
the last couple of decades are thus missing. 
On the other hand, the book is long enough 
as it is, and perhaps in the future someone 
will write another one covering the more re-
cent history, aided by access to the archives 
and perhaps allowing for a more candid dis-
cussion if some of the people mentioned are 
dead or at least retired. 
 

This volume is part of a project on the 
history of the MPS as a whole, concentrating 
on the period from 1948, when the MPS was 
founded from the post-war ashes of the 
Kaiser Wilhelm Society, through 2002. Both 
of the authors are professional historians of 
science, associated with the Max Planck In-
stitute (MPI) for the History of Science for this 
and other research. In addition to the ar-
chives of the MPS and of course normal pub-
lications, sources were fifty-four oral-history 
interviews with forty-four people (conducted 
over several decades, some by the authors), 

both with members of the MPS and with 
others. Such personal recollections comple-
ment the drier facts and together make up an 
interesting narrative. It is not a survey of all 
research done on those topics within the 
MPS; rather, it puts scientific developments 
into their socio-political contexts, follows how 
the MPS adapted to the changing research 
landscape, and shows the influence of the 
people involved, particular the Directors of 
the various MPIs.  
 

The 33-page introduction gives an over-
view of the book, the sixteen main chapters 
of which are divided into five main parts: The 
Nuclear  Age,  The  Space  Age,  Growth  and  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reorganization of the Society, Internation-
alization, and Global Leadership in Emerging 
Fields. While roughly chronological, there is 
some overlap between the parts, as they are 
based on topics rather than time periods 
(though of course certain topics dominated 
certain times). Similarly, the chapters within 
each part are not arranged chronologically, 
but tell more or less concurrent stories. 
 

The Kaiser Wilhelm Society had been 
founded in 1910 at the suggestion of Adolf 
Harnack, a professor of theology. His name 
lives on today in the `Harnack Principle', 
which refers to the idea, embraced by the 
MPS, of building an institute around an out-
standing person (later extended to a few 
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people) as much as around a topic. Germany 
was divided after World War II and Robert 
Havemann and Max Planck disagreed on 
whether Goettingen or Berlin should be re-
sponsible for the Kaiser Wilhelm Society. The 
MPS was founded at the beginning of 1948 
and gradually absorbed the West German 
Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes, while those in East 
Germany met a similar fate with the German 
Academy of Sciences at Berlin (later the 
Academy of Sciences of the GDR). It was 
only in 1960 that the Kaiser Wilhelm Society 
was formally disbanded. The MPS can be 
seen as the successor to the Kaiser Wilhelm 
Society.  
 

World War II played a major role in the 
early years of the MPS since research which 
could have military applications was forbid-
den in occupied West Germany. In general, 
there was the post-war optimism of the nu-
clear age and technology, partly developed 
during the War, which had a big impact on 
astronomy, particularly radio astronomy. At 
the time, ‘nuclear physics’ could cover every-
thing from peaceful nuclear (fission) energy 
and nuclear weapons to cosmic rays, particle 
physics, nuclear fusion, plasma physics, and 
so on. Considerable research was possible 
despite the Allied restrictions, and cosmic 
rays in particular were a ‘hot topic’.  

 

Competition between the three occupied 
regions of Germany (by France, the UK, and 
the USA) led to regional competition which 
primed the MPS for a role in the space age. 
In this first phase, the MPI for Physics and 
Astrophysics was in Goettingen (Lower Sax-
ony), which, though Munich (Bavaria) had 
also been important, had been the main Ger-
man university with regard to the develop-
ment of quantum theory in the decades prior 
to WWII; Werner Heisenberg, the most prom-
inent German physicist still in Germany, play-
ed a large role in the founding of the new 
society, and Ludwig Biermann and his group 
also played a key role.  

 

At the same time, there was also a re-
search community in southwest Germany, 
based on experimental physics. The key fig-
ure here was Wolfgang Gentner, carrying on 
the tradition established by Walther Bothe, 
with research concentrated at the MPI for 
Nuclear Physics in Heidelberg and the MPI 
for chemistry in Mainz. Another branch was 
balloon-based cosmic-ray research, eventu-
ally leading to the MPI for Aeronomy in Lin-
dau (Lower Saxony). For various reasons, 
this institute, now the MPI for Solar System 

Research and relocated to Goettingen, had a 
difficult history. 

 

The book covers not just the successes 
but also the less fortunate episodes in the 
history of the MPS. Basic research was 
eclipsed for a while when the emphasis shift-
ed to nuclear power, particle accelerators, 
and so on. That period, after the Allied 
restrictions had been lifted in 1955, was 
characterized by power struggles between 
the different traditions, amplified by competi-
tion between the various federal states, with 
Heisenberg (from Wuerzburg in northern Ba-
varia) and Gentner two of the key players. 

 

The areas of research in the early MPS 
were well suited to bringing the Society to 
prominence in space sciences after the 
launch of Sputnik. This change in emphasis 
due to the onset of the space age led to both 
more international cooperation and to an em-
phasis on various aspects of astronomy and 
astrophysics. While Allied restrictions hinder-
ed Germany from having its own space pro-
gram, that also led to an emphasis on other 
fields relevant to the space age, now re-
ceiving national support due to the Cold War. 
Theoretical physicists, experimental particle 
physicists, balloon researchers, and chem-
ists all refocussed their efforts and that of 
their institutes on space research. Reimar 
Luest (1923–2020), originally a plasma astro-
physicist, emerged as a key figure in Munich 
and competitor to the MPI for Aeronomy, the 
previous research of which had been closest 
to that of the new Space Age.  

 

Astronomy did not become a topic of the 
MPS until the 1960s. In contrast to modern 
developments involving bigger optical tele-
scopes in the USA, astronomy in Germany at 
the time was still dominated by observatories 
from previous centuries, their now small 
telescopes also hampered by being at low 
elevation and subject to light pollution. In 
addition, such observatories were still the 
purview of the various states; Germany had 
been unified under Bismark less than a cen-
tury before. (Many of those observatories still 
exist, usually associated with universities 
(also the purview of the individual states) and 
often MPIs as well, with little reliance on 
historical equipment.)  

 

Radio astronomy had received a major 
boost from wartime work on radar. The big-
gest expansion of the MPS was the absorp-
tion of radio astronomy projects and their 
transformation into national infrastructures. 
That was repeated for optical astronomy and 
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also for wavelengths accessible only from 
space, leading to a shift away from theoretic-
cal plasma physics (in Munich) and experi-
mental particle physics (in Heidelberg).  

 

During that time, the MPS attracted ex-
ternal experts, a younger generation rose to 
power, and the rivalry between Heidelberg 
and Garching faded as Reimar Luest, elected 
President of the MPS in 1973, moved to-
wards reconciliation. The Institute for Plasma 
Physics (which later spawned the MPI for 
Quantum Optics in Garching, just north of 
Munich) was re-admitted to the MPS and the 
basic structure with the MPIs for Radio 
Astronomy in Bonn (MPIfR), Astrophysics 
(theoretical, in Munich, originally a depart-
ment of the MPI for Physics and Astro-
physics), Astronomy (MPIA, observational,  
in Heidelberg), and Extraterrestrial Physics 
(originally a department of the MPI for 
Physics and Astrophysics) was in place. (A 
later development was the split of the MPI for 
Physics and Astrophysics into the MPI for 
Physics (Munich), MPI for Extraterrestrial 
Physics (MPE, in Garching), and the MPI     
for (theoretical) Astrophysics (MPA, in Gar-
ching).  

 

Still later, the MPI for Gravitational 
Physics was spun off, with institutes in Golm 
(near Potsdam, in former East Germany, to 
some extent absorbing previous astrophysi-
cal institutes of the now defunct GDR, here 
concentrating on theory) and Hanover (con-
centrating on experiments, mainly gravita-
tional waves; the Hanover site had originally 
been spun off the MPI for Quantum Optics), 
and the MPI for Solar System Research also 
still exists. The MPI for Plasma Physics is 
now also located in Garching (and Greifs-
wald), as are the headquarters of the Euro-
pean Southern Observatory (ESO) and, to 
some extent, the Technical University of 
Munich and the Ludwig Maximilian University 
of Munich—the main university in Munich, 
going back to 1472—thus making the Gar-
ching campus one of the largest for astron-
omy and related fields in the world.  
 

After the Cold War, internationalization 
became even more important, and the em-
phasis shifted from operating observatories 
to participating in large collaborations, with 
the instrumental expertise of the MPIs play-
ing a major role. In contrast to the 1960s, 
when many large telescopes and satellites 
were national projects, later on, international 
organizations such as ESO and the French–
German–Spanish Institute for Millimeter As-

tronomy (IRAM) led the way to a new mode 
of doing science. The observatory at Calar 
Alto, in Spain, run by the MPIA in Heidelberg, 
did not really live up to expectations, in part 
because by the time it was finished the 
technology was almost obsolete. The MPIA 
nevertheless managed to survive. Interest-
ingly, the MPIA, MPE, and MPIfR all had 
projects in the infrared, approaching it from 
different angles, so to speak; that led not to 
competition but to intense collaboration, to 
some extent obscuring the differentiation 
based on wavelength of earlier times. Most 
surprising is that, during the restructuring in 
the 1990s (tied up with German reunifica-
tion), the MPA was in real danger of being 
closed completely. Today, it is arguably the 
leading institute for theoretical astrophysics 
in the world. 
 

The final regular chapter leaves the 
bird's-eye view to illustrate the interrelation-
ship of long-standing traditions in the MPS 
and their involvement in international col-
laborations via three examples: the solar-
neutrino puzzle, the search for gravitational 
waves, and high-energy astrophysics, the 
latter covering the history from early cosmic-
ray research to ground-based gamma-ray 
astronomy. In the first two cases, Nobel 
Prizes were awarded to non-German astro-
nomers (not counting Rai(ner) Weiss, who 
was originally from Germany but immigrated 
via Prague to the USA with his family as a 
young child). A huge amount of development 
in gravitational-wave detection had been 
done within the MPS, but budgetary con-
straints, mainly due to German reunification, 
caused plans to be downscaled to a pilot 
detector (GEO600 near Hanover). A full-
scale detector was never built, and to this day 
GEO600 has not actually detected any gravi-
tational waves, although it continues to play 
a role as a technology test-bed. Cosmic rays 
were a major topic in the early years of the 
MPS, but later became eclipsed by other 
subjects, though some research continued at 
universities. A renaissance in high-energy 
astrophysics occurred when the MPI for 
Physics and the MPI for Nuclear Physics, 
initially in collaboration with Armenian scien-
tists, constructed the successful H.E.S.S. 
and MAGIC telescopes and are now major 
players in the Cerenkov Telescope Array Ob-
servatory.  
 

The appendix is rather different from the 
other chapters, illustrating the history of the 
MPS through its finances. Especially for ex-
perimental work, financing is very important, 
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and financial decisions both reflect and in-
fluence what happens in research. Rather 
than cluttering the other chapters with such 
details (even though they are important), the 
reader is referred to the Appendix when fin-
ances play a role in the narrative. The book 
ends with a bit more than 95 pages of biblio-
graphy and a small-print index of somewhat 
more than 13 pages. 
 

Despite the scholarly nature of the book, 
it is an interesting and exciting read. Even 
those familiar with the big picture will learn 
new details, especially via the personal 
angle, in large part due to the input from 
many interviews. Probably more than any 
other research institute, the MPIs are built 
around people, and the book makes it clear 
that it is people who do science. That usually 
does more harm than good, as personality 
clashes can get in the way. The first chapter 
contains many black-and-white photographs, 
mostly of people; it is not clear why later 
chapters do not—I think that they would have 
added some value. The price is certainly just-
ified for such a long, well-produced book. 
However, the pdf file is also publicly avail-
able for free (at the website given below). 
Anyone interested in the history of astronomy 
and/or the relationship between research and 
politics will probably enjoy this volume. 
 

https://www.mpiwg-
berlin.mpg.de/resources/publications/books/
astrophysics-astronomy-and-space-
sciences-history-max-planck-society 
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As is well known, Augustus was the most 
adept of all Roman politicians. How he rose 
from a young and rather insecure young man 
(known as Octavius) at the death of his uncle 
Julius Caesar to become the first Emperor of 
Rome is a study in statecraft like no other. In 
this book, Anne-Marie Lewis (Associate Prof-
essor of Ancient Greek and Latin at York 
University in Toronto, Canada) shows that 
Augustus used and manipulated the celestial 
realm to further his manipulation of the ter-
restrial. Indeed, they were inextricably inter-
twined: 

Augustus used both astrology and 
observational astronomy to access 
and exploit the celestial sphere 
throughout his life … political activit-
ies were his astronomical observa-
tions of the sky where the celestial 
manifestations of his mythological 
Julian kin could be found. (page 2).  

 

To accomplish this, accurate dating was 
required, which leads Lewis to the conclusion 
that both Augustus and the statesman Cicero 
abandoned the quasi-lunar Roman calendar 
for an astronomical calendar based on the 
movement of the Sun. This allowed Augustus 
to set the date for a new event based on the 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
stars visible on that original date and future 
anniversaries. Both men, whose output of 
letters was voluminous, were also attentive to 
exact time. Augustus “… added to all his 
letters the exact moments of the hours of 
both the day and night.” (page 14). For a 
historian, dating an event is of great import-
ance. In the life of Augustus  
 

There are forty-six datable events 
occurring in all twelve months of the 
year for which the sky can be seen to 
have provided a meaningful back-
drop that reflected the support of the 
celestial sphere for Augustus. (page 
17). 
 

Examining these events forms the backbone 
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	De Mundi Recentioribus Phænomenis: Cosmologie et Science dans l’Europe des Temps Modernes, XVPeP – XVIIIPeP Siècles, Essais en l’Honneur de Miguel Ángel Granada, edited by Édouard Mehl and Isabelle Pantin. (Turnhout, Brepols, 2022). Pp. 484. ISBN 978-...
	This book is a tribute to Miguel Ángel Gran-ada, a Catalan scholar well known for his studies of the scientific revolution of the six- tenth and seventeenth centuries. It contains a complete bibliography of Granada’s works, and 19 essays about this fa...
	These concerns aside, this is an inter-esting book. The first text, in French by Isa-belle Pantin, places the discussions about the 1572 supernova (not nova!) and the great comet of 1577 within the controversies about religion at the University of Ros...
	Then comes an essay in English by Peter Barker, who describes in detail Copernicus’ debt to Islamic astronomy, as well as other contacts with it at the same epoch (Guillaume Postel as an example). He also discusses the revival of interest for Islamic ...
	There is a great deale of Learning and that very fitt and necessary to be knowne, that is written in Arabicke, and there is a great defect in both our Universities [Oxford and Cambridge] … which we impute … as partly to the great scarcity and want of ...
	The next essay (in Italian) of Dario Tes-sicini recalls that the term of cosmologia seems to have been first used in 1570 by the French Antoine Mizault (ca. 1512–1578), a pupil of Oronce Fine, as the title of a re-edition of his Cosmographiae, seu Mun...
	Cosmography differs from Cosmol-ogy in that the latter treats of the construction and formation of the Universe, while Cosmography is only its technical description. (page 78,
	This is close to the modern meanings. For Mizault also, cosmology dealt with the caus-es and cosmography was a mere description. Kepler did not use the word cosmology but found that some contemporaries have not grasped the purpose of his Mysterium Cos...
	Next, Victor Navarro Brotons discusses in English the impact of ‘Celestial Novelties’ in Spain between 1572 and 1618. Tycho’s 1572 supernova was generally considered as a comet, but a real scientific study was made by Jerónimo Muñoz (ca. 1520–1591) wh...
	… the many questions raised by the novae and comets contributed signif-icantly, in Spain as well as the rest of Europe, to the crisis of the Aristote-lian cosmos. (page 117).
	The following, short essay in English by Patrick J. Boner, is devoted to Kepler’s ideas about the cosmos, largely inspired by those of Cornelius Gemma and triggered by the appearance of the 1572 supernova.
	Pietro D. Omodeo and H. Darrel Rutkin then discuss (in English) the political dimen-sions of the astrology of Tommaso Campan-ella (1568–1639), with particular attention to his utopian vision in the City of the Sun. We can see here how people like him ...
	My knowledge of Italian is too rudiment-ary to be able to report about the paper that follows, by Saverio Ricci, entitled “Chi paga I ribelli?” (who pays the rebels?) with the trans-lated subtitle “Aristocracy and philosophy in Naples at the end of XV...
	The next paper, by Natacha Fabbri, is in French and its title can be translated as “Re-lentless war and moderatio of the opposites: the cosmological order of Telesio.” The Ital-ian philosopher Bernardino Telesio (1509–
	1578) was one of the first who attempted to get rid of Aristotle’s philosophy. In his De Rerum Natura, he developed a world system resting on a war between the principles of cold and heat, inspired by Parmenides. The paper describes this system, which...
	In another study in French, Antonella del Prete examines the origin and development of the ideas of Giordano Bruno on the ele-ments and the nature of celestial bodies.
	Some time before Bruno, Paracelsus had discussed the Creation, as exposed by Didier Kahn in his essay in French. Whether or not he adopted creation of matter ex nihilo is still debated. On the other hand, he discus-sed the creation of natural bodies, ...
	In a long, well-illustrated essay in Ger-man, Olivier Ribordy discusses the work on comets of Johann Baptist Cysat (1587–1657), a Jesuit who was Christoph Scheiner’s assistant of at Ingolstadt. For him, in his Mathemata Astronomica, comets are supra-l...
	Next, Massimo Bucciantini (in English) discusses the strange case of Paolo Antonio Foscarini (1565–1616), a Carmelite Friar who wanted to create a sort of Copernician theol-ogy. He wrote a Letter on the Pythagorean and Copernican Opinions which was co...
	The following paper by Chantal Grell, in French, relates the complicated and eventu-ally unfruitful quest by Hevelius and in paral-lel by Gassendi for the manuscript observa-tions of Tycho Brahe. However, these obser-vations are still preserved and ha...
	The final part of the book is devoted to Kepler. Édouard Mehl discusses first (in French) a note by Kepler about ‘the admir-able proportion of the world,’ kept at Darm-stadt amongst various manuscript docu-ments by Kepler and contemporaries. It shows ...
	An essay by Pierre Jeandillou (in French) then comments on Hegel’s 1801 thesis Dis-sertatio philosophica de Orbis Planetarum, in which he wanted to make intelligible the plan-etary system through a fundamental prin-ciple: to conceive the nature by rea...
	The last part of the book contains a long comment by Nicolas Roudet (in French) on two unpublished horoscopes of the French King Henri IV, dated 1591 and 1595. Their texts, respectively in German and in Latin, are unfortunately not translated into Eng...
	To conclude, I found what I could read of this book interesting, but it is going to be essentially used by specialists.
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	The next chapter, by Florian Audureau, recalls that sailors of Antiquity could use the
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	The following article, by Pierre Carboni, discusses the ‘scientific’ poetry of the Scot James Thomson (1700–1748), who com-mented in a long Poem Sacred to the Mem-ory of Sir Isaac Newton of 1727 Newton’s astronomical work and some of his work on light...
	In the third part of the book, it is shown that the antique model, from Homer to Lucretius, was used by poets of the Romantic era to comment on the new astronomical dis-coveries (Uranus, Neptune, etc.), and more generally on discoveries in biology and...
	Then Caroline Dauphin describes the re-lations between William Herschel and the poet, botanist and physician Erasmus Darwin (1731–1802), grand-father of Charles Dar-win. Herschel compared the study of stars and star clusters to that of plants or anima...
	Why should we be less inquisitive than the natural philosopher, who sometimes, even from an inconsid-erable number of specimens of a plant, or an animal, is enabled to present us with the history of its rise, progress, and decay? Let us then compare t...
	And further:
	Perhaps, by placing before us the very extensive and varied collection of clusters and nebulæ furnished by my catalogues, we may be able to trace the progress of its operation [of the constructing cause], in the great laboratory of the Universe.
	The idea of evolution is clearly there, inspired by Lucretius. In his poem The Botanic Gar-den (1792, illustrated by William Blake who himself wrote similar poems), Darwin jumps on it, and imagines the beginning of the Uni-verse as a sort of Big Bang,...
	… And the mass starts into a million suns; / Earths round each sun with quick explosions burst, / And second planets issue from the first.
	Similarly, Darwin imagines the end of the Uni-verse, a kind of Big Crunch, and even pro-poses, probably inspired by the theories of the geologist James Hutton, a cyclical Uni-verse:
	Till o’er the wreck, emerging from the storm, / Immortal NATURE lifts her changeful form / Mounts from her funeral pyre on wings of flame, / And soars and shines, another and the same.
	Elsa Courant then describes the interest of Romantic poets in the starry night: it even became a cliché throughout he second half of the eighteenth century and almost the to-tality of the following century. This can be seen through the poems of Edward...
	To summarize, this is an interesting book, which gathers many facts and points of view on the history of the relations between astronomy and poetry from Antiquity to the Romantic era, with numerous citations of poems. It should be of interest not only...
	a wider French-speaking public. However, as its understanding requires an excellent know-ledge of the French language, I doubt that it can reach an international audience: for this, a translation into English would be welcome.
	Dr. James Lequeux,



