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Few people would think that a supernova in the Early Modern Era would be 
of  much interest to anyone apart from a few small circles of  historians of  the 
science of  astronomy. Yet the “new star” that appeared in the skies in 1572, 
the glow of  which was visible for a time even in daylight, has become a central 
character in numerous works of  scholarly literature, including studies written 
on the history of  philosophy and accounts of  the emergence of  the modern 
concept of  the world. How can an exploding star have attracted interest 
from such an array of  fi elds of  inquiry? The answer to this question lies in 
the role it played in a paradigm shift, for interpretations of  its appearance 
in the sky prompted a shift in visions of  the world. In the Middle Ages it 
represented a sudden and unexpected assault on (or at least challenge to) the 
ruling Aristotelian-Ptolemaic conception of  the universe. According to this 
conception of  the world, change, creation, and destruction could only take 
place in the sphere beneath the moon, in other words on the planet earth, 
which was at the center of  the universe. The celestial bodies beyond the 
moon were in a realm of  perfection in which only the most perfect form of  
motion, the circle, was possible, and stars were neither created nor destroyed. 
It was not possible for a celestial body to move in an ellipse in the sphere of  
perfection, and naturally comets could not orbit among them, since they were 
regarded as atmospheric phenomena, similar to falling stars, rain, clouds, fog, 
wind, and lightening. This conception of  the universe, which gradually began 
to lose its plausibility over the course of  the seventeenth century and today 
is regarded as elegant but utterly inadequate and inaccurate, was accepted 
for over a millennium. It constituted an entirely satisfactory framework for 
interpretation of  celestial phenomena. Its unraveling was a long and gradual 
process one of  the most important milestones of  which was the publication 
of  Copernicus’ De revolutionibus orbium coelestium, or On the Revolutions of  
the Celestial Spheres, in 1543. From the perspective of  the impact it had on 
thinking at the time, however, the new star that fl ared up in 1572 in the sphere 
of  the fi xed stars (in other words in the part of  the universe where such things 
were not supposed to happen) but then vanished some 18 months later (in fact 
it was a supernova in the constellation Cassiopeia) was even more momentous 
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than Copernicus’ work, which only later acquired the revolutionary signifi cance 
we attribute to it today.
Drawing on a rich array of  sources, Gábor Farkas’ new book documents 

the effects of  this momentous occurrence. He examines the impact of  the 
event on cultural circles in Hungary and the broader European context in the 
Early Modern Era. Since the celestial phenomenon represented something of  
a shock to the scholars at the time and could hardly be accommodated to their 
understanding of  the universe, observations and refl ections on the signifi cance 
of  the supernova appeared in great numbers and numerous debates were held 
on its meaning (in all likelihood the star mentioned by Barnardo in act 1, scene 1 
of  Hamlet is a reference to this). Farkas demonstrates clearly that the responses 
to the event cannot be divided simply into an acceptance or a rejection of  the 
Ptolemaic understanding of  the cosmos. Many other possibilities were raised. 
For instance, some people understood it as a unique divine miracle, a celestial 
sign that did not contradict the medieval vision of  the universe. Others insisted 
that it was an atmospheric phenomenon, merely a comet that somehow had lost 
its tail. It was also understood simply as the light released by the celestial bodies, 
concentrated in a given point in the skies.
The methodology on which the book rests is a close reading of  the 

many responses given to the event and a thorough examination of  the 
dissemination of  the ideas on the basis of  the history of  books and readings 
(this is hardly surprising, since the author is a student and colleague of  István 
Monok, a distinguished and prolifi c scholar of  the fi eld, as one reads in the 
acknowledgements). Farkas uses materials in libraries currently in use and 
data regarding the collections of  libraries that once existed to examine which 
books were owned by whom in the Carpathian Basin, whether or not we can 
presume that the owners of  these books actually read them, and what marginal 
notes they contain. This philological inquiry develops into a kind of  history of  
mentalities. Farkas’ comparison of  the various sources, the reactions to the real 
and imagined celestial events, and the astronomical, theological, and astrological 
interpretations casts light on the scientifi c theories, superstitions, and religious 
and political ideas that preoccupied scholars of  the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. The study of  responses to the supernova offers insights into the 
mentality of  the intelligentsia of  the era, which was infl uenced by the celestial 
event, but also (and perhaps more fundamentally) by its classical education.
The appearance of  comets and the celestial phenomena that accompany 

comets have traditionally been associated with natural disasters, plagues, and 
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the commencement of  severe cold fronts. One of  the interesting aspects of  
the book is the contrasts it brings to light between the observations we would 
have expected people to make and the observations they actually made. People 
of  the time often made no mention whatsoever of  celestial phenomenon that 
took place in their lifetimes and that we consider signifi cant today, while other 
occurrences that according to contemporaries were in some way related to 
natural disasters or important political events are given considerable attention in 
the sources, including occurrences that today we think may well not actually have 
taken place. For instance, as noted in the micro-historical discussion of  the 1595 
military campaign of  Zsigmond Báthory in Wallachia, the allegedly inauspicious 
appearance of  an eagle was linked to the appearance of  a new star, but the 
existence of  this new star is not confi rmed by other sources. Thorough and 
methodical study of  the textual sources and the depictions that have survived 
in old prints reveals how the prince’s court and the Jesuits used a topos familiar 
from the works of  classical authors, tying a political shift to a celestial event in 
order to legitimize the acts of  the prince. At times this was the foundation for an 
observation concerning the movements of  celestial bodies. 
One of  the most interesting chapters of  the book concerns the reception 

of  the ideas of  Copernicus, Tycho Brahe, and Johannes Kepler (in other words 
the reception of  the new understanding of  the heavens) in Hungary. Farkas fi rst 
discusses the extent to which these works were disseminated across Western 
Europe (surprisingly Copernicus’ De revolutionibus was read in far wider circles 
than traditionally thought or than Arthur Koestler contends in his famous book, 
The Sleepwalkers: A History of  Man’s Changing Vision of  the Universe). He 
then examines which editions of  these works can be found in Hungary today 
(or were ever in Hungary) and how the ideas they contained were received. As 
Farkas notes in his summary, this reception did not go beyond a very narrow 
layer of  the intelligentsia, and some of  these intellectuals purchased the books 
of  the three “world-shattering” astronomers second-hand. Boldizsár Battyhány, 
András Dudith, Ferenc Krasznai and János Zsámboky were perhaps the only 
people in Hungary to purchase the books soon after their publication. As this 
inquiry into this aspect of  the history of  reading in Hungary demonstrates, 
while the reception of  works of  modern physics in Hungary was not entirely 
negligible, until the end of  the seventeenth century Aristotle continued to be 
regarded as the primary authority in the natural sciences.  
The book is a pleasure to read, its rich, lengthy list of  sources notwithstanding, 

and its publication constitutes an important contribution to the study of  the 
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history of  science in Hungary. If  I were to venture one critical remark, I would 
have been curious to have read a bit more about the extent to which the author, 
given his knowledge of  the sources, regards physics and astronomy in Hungary 
as peripheral or able to catch up. While he does give a brief  answer to this 
question at the end of  the book, Farkas could have devoted a bit more attention 
to the impressions he gathered in the course of  his study of  the sources. 
The book concludes with a detailed appendix in which the reader fi nds  data 
concerning editions of  the works of  the three great astronomers in Hungary, 
a list of  observations of  comets in the sixteenth century, and a considerably 
longer list of  observations of  alleged celestial phenomena that scholars have 
been otherwise unable to confi rm. 
Translated by Tho mas Cooper

Benedek Láng 
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