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A Short History of Astronomy. (The University Series. ) By
ARTHUR BERRY.
New York, Scribner, 1899. xxxi +
440 pp.
I T is a sufficiently difficult and thankless task to write
a history of any science at the present time, and the difficulty is all the greater when the subject is as old as astronomy. Anyone engaged in a special line of research will
always feel some interest in the history of his study quite
apart from the value it may have for its advancement, but
most of the sciences are of such a nature that only a slight
acquaintance with their earlier history is necessary. Astronomy stands almost alone in one respect. Though, as
with other sciences, its history is that of discarded theories,
yet the observations made in the past, instead of being less
valuable according as they were more ancient, are frequently more so, and the necessity for examining carefully
the records from the earliest times has become increasingly
important. A well recorded eclipse, passage of a comet, or
rough measure of a star's position, may help us more in the
determination of certain constants than the most careful
series of observations made in recent times.
I n the present volume Mr. Berry has made the first attempt to give a continuous and concise popular account of
the history of astronomy from the earliest times up to the
present day. He has endeavored to make it readable, to
set forth the main facts in their due proportion without too
great a sacrifice of details, to give sufficient indications of
the literature so that one can obtain more information on
special points if desired, and finally, to go as far as is reasonable into explanations so that the true nature of a discovery may be appreciated. He has, however, not been
contented to make a mere compilation from the earlier
works on separate parts of the history but has given a careful and well-written account of the whole subject as far as
was possible within the limits set. Moreover, he has, in
many cases, gone to the sources (e. g., for the work of
Galilei, Kepler) and studied the writings of the pioneers in
the original, so that his estimates of what they achieved
will have an independent value. The whole book bears
evidence of a large amount of work and in spite of its modest title should take a higher rank than many of the popular
volumes which appear so frequently at the present time.

