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Mapping the Universe: the interactive history
of astronomy
by Paul Murdin
Carlton Books, 2011. ISBN 978-1-84732885-4. Pp 124, £30.00 (hbk).
Both the title and the subtitle of this book have
the potential to confuse its readership. Paul
Murdin’s narrative does not really address the
mapping of the night sky in any literal sense,
and the experience of reading that narrative –
although undoubtedly pleasurable – is not interactive in any way that would be readily understood by the contemporary reader. Instead we
are presented with a straightforward and engaging popular history of how humankind’s perceptions of the universe have been progressively
modified both by the development of ever more
complex technologies and by the dramatic shifts
that such technologies have forced upon our
understanding of the universe we inhabit.
The tale that Murdin tells is, of course, the
grandest and most inspiring of narratives, and
his treatment of it is both secure and deft, as one
might expect from an astronomer and writer of
his stature and experience. It is also firmly centred on the personalities that have contributed
so much to the history of astronomy. Even as
the technologies become ever more sophisticated
and compelling – from Galileo’s application to
the sky of his rudimentary optical tube to the
remarkable triumphs of the Hubble space telescope and interplanetary probes – Murdin never
loses sight of the human achievement.
Inevitably, any outline account of the rich history of astronomy must be selective and partial,
and the present book is no exception. Yet Murdin
has been remarkably judicious in his selection of
what to include and what to pass over, and the
book never loses impetus or focus. Neither does
it sell short the grandeur of the tale it has to tell.

The ‘interactive’ element of this book consists
of a selection of facsimile documents from the
history of astronomy, contained in document envelopes throughout the text. These range from a
watercolour of the great comet of 1532 and Galileo’s telescopic observations of Jupiter and the
Moon in 1610 through to the remarkable imagery
produced by the HST, the Mars Reconnaissance
Orbiter and the Cassini probe. They are beautifully reproduced, but the reader expecting a truly
interactive experience will be disappointed.
In summary, this volume is a coffee-table book
designed for the general reader. However, unlike
many such books, it is accurate, authoritative
and well written. The newcomer to the history
of astronomy will gain much from it.
Bill Leatherbarrow
Professor Bill Leatherbarrow is President of the BAA and
Director of the Lunar Section.
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