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This book sets J. F. W. Herschel’s four-year
observational sojourn in southern Africa
against the backdrop of the political and economic aims of the British Empire in the first
half of the nineteenth century. Ruskin successfully brings to bear a wealth of historical
and social information that casts new light on
John Herschel’s observational tour de force,
and places an important astronomical event
in its human and sociopolitical context.
The first part of the book deals with the
preparations and motivations for the Cape
voyage. The second part examines the important question of how the results of the
Cape expedition were published and distributed. Finally, the author discusses Herschel’s
rise in status as a national icon after his return from the Cape.
Herschel’s principal reason for embarking
on the journey had more to do with romantic
aspirations to a Humboldtian-style scientific
expedition than with a sense of filial obligation to complete the survey of the entire heavens initiated in the northern hemisphere by
his father, Sir William. I think, however, that
Ruskin fails to give sufficient emphasis to
possible scientific reasons for Herschel’s refusal of Admiralty patronage of the expedition. Astronomy as practised at the Royal
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John Herschel. From the Illustrated London tion of the Cape results is also a useful
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contribution to astropublished is an important aspect of the history and sociology nomical bibliography.
Although this volume is aimed primarily
of science. We learn here how a donation of
£1000 by Hugh Percy, third Duke of North- at historians of science, all astronomers with
umberland, enabled Herschel to publish the an interest in the historical background of
results together in a limited-edition book, their subject will learn much from this inrather than have them dispersed in sundry formative account of one of the greatest contributions to observational astronomy.
volumes of astronomical journals.
A brief but accurate description is given of
how Herschel carried out his survey of the Terry Mahoney
southern sky, and I found the description of Terry Mahoney is a scientific editor at the Instituto
Herschel’s ‘imaging’ technique illuminating (he de Astrofísica de Canarias on Tenerife, and first joined
traced the image cast on a screen by a totally the BAA in 1963.
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