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To judge from its title and introductory remarks, the present book is an exploration of the ways in which 

some of the major protagonists of the great cosmological paradigm change of the early modern period, 

from Copernicus to Galileo, reacted towards attempts of the political and ecclesiastical powers of their day 

to keep scientists and their worldview altering discoveries under control. Faidutti observes: »La Science se 

voudrait, se prétend parfois, indépendante du pouvoir. Dans la réalité, elle lui est le plus souvent soumise. 

Et la Religion, la paradoxe n’est qu’apparent, est intervenue – et intervient encore parfois! – dans ce débat 

inégal qui risque d’affaiblir ses dogmes.« And he goes on to ask: »De quand date cette dépendance, 

sinon cette soumission, de la Science vis-à-vis du Politique?« (p. 11). From the title of his »essay« (to use 

the author’s own characterization of his work), it is obvious that Faidutti expects the answer to be found in 

the sixteenth and early seventeenth century. Readers who approach the book with their appetites wetted 

by these remarks and expect a compelling historical argument in this direction will be in for a 

disappointment. At closer inspection, the present work consists of little more than a series of conventional 

biographies, aimed at acquainting a general readership with the life and work of six important agents of 

the scientific revolution – besides the three names mentioned in the title, there is also the infamous case 

of Giordano Bruno, whilst supplementary chapters deal with Regiomontanus and Tycho Brahe. 

After a few preliminary pages (p. 13–21), which picture – with a broad and passionate brush – the ancient 

and medieval background to the subject at hand, and a biographical sketch of Regiomontanus, here 

portrayed as the rare, forgotten genius who paved the way for Copernicus and Columbus (p. 23–49), 

Faidutti gets his essay going with a chapter on Nicholas Copernicus (p. 51–82), in which he focuses on 

the astronomer’s reluctance to make the fruits of his labours known to the world. The fact that Copernicus 

delayed the publication of his opus »De revolutionibus orbium coelestium« (1543) until shortly before his 

death has frequently invited comments, but Faidutti does nothing to improve our understanding of his 

motives other than asserting that he was afraid of ecclesiastical persecution. No great attempts are made 

to shed light on the Catholic Church’s attitude towards astronomy in the middle of the sixteenth century 

(when the trial of Galileo was still far away) and the Protestant position is not addressed other than 

through an oft-cited offhand remark from Luther’s Table Talk (p. 67). If we are to believe Faidutti, the 

Church showed virtually no reaction towards Copernicanism in the decades after 1543 (p. 74). No mention 

is made of the fact that the Dominicans Bartolomeo Spina and Giovanni Maria Tolosani already worked 

towards a condemnation of Copernicus’s theory during the 1540s or – conversely – that Pope Clement VII 
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reacted favourably to a lecture on heliocentrism he received in 1533 from the humanist Johann Albrecht 

Widmannstetter. These would seem to be crucial details in a book dealing with the relationship between 

science and power, but their absence in the present case is easily explained by Faidutti’s reliance on 

completely out-dated literature: the contents of »De revolutionibus« are summarized with the help of 

Delambre’s »Histoire de l’astronomie moderne«, a work first published in 1821 (p. 69–73). Elsewhere, his 

arguments verge on the ludicrous, as when he uses the appearance of Paul of Middelburg’s name in the 

preface of »De revolutionibus« and John Dee’s 1582-claim that Paul’s work on calendar reform was 

dependent on Roger Bacon’s writings (all of this is taken directly from the preface to Bridges’s 1897-

edition of the »Opus majus«) to conclude that Copernicus had some kind of predecessor in the thirteenth-

century Franciscan friar: »De Roger Bacon à Copernic en passant par Paul de Middleburgh, la filiation est 

ici clairement et nommément établie« (p. 78). Lines of scientific influence were never established more 

easily. 

The chapter on Copernicus is followed by a short hagiography of Giordano Bruno, which recounts the 

stations of his life from Naples to the Campo dei Fiori (p. 83–115). Faidutti is aware that Bruno »n’est 

certes pas un scientifique au sens habituel du terme«, but, he goes on to assert at the end of his essay, 

»son génie l’a fait pénétrer par effraction dans le domaine de la Science« (p. 358). Whether this in itself is 

enough to make Bruno’s case, a philosopher-mystic condemned for religious heresy, shed much light on 

the relationship between science and power is a tricky question, which would have deserved a more 

extended discussion. Next is an intermezzo on Tycho Brahe (p. 117–135), which serves as a prelude to 

two chapters and 86 pages (p. 137–222) on the life, work, and tribulations of Johannes Kepler, here 

referred to as »Le Mozart de l’astronomie et de la science«, which are extremely rich in detail and 

generally accurate. The largest part of the book, however, is reserved for Galileo Galilei (p. 223–351), who 

is certainly the most famous case of a scientist clashing with ecclesiastical jurisdiction over cosmological 

questions. Faidutti is careful to distinguish between Galilei, the man, and Galilei, the post-trial legend, 

mostly following the critical conclusions concerning his methods and personality that were advanced some 

five decades ago by Alexandre Koyré and Arthur Koestler, while dedicating a whole chapter to »le bilan 

scientifique réel de Galilée« (p. 333–51).

One of the book’s core theses is that the Reformation of Christendom and the Renaissance of science in 

the sixteenth century amounted to a joint attack on received dogma, which – for the first time since 

antiquity – led the prevailing political and ecclesiastical powers to impose limits on the work of scientists. 

In his concluding remarks, Faidutti lists three ways in which this control was exerted: financial dependence 

(Galileo had powerful benefactors, while Kepler was sometimes forced to cast horoscopes for a living), 

intimidation, and brute force. The latter method is obviously symbolized by the Inquisition, which Faidutti 

believes to have been the direct forerunner to modern totalitarian systems of thought control. Accordingly, 

he is positive that, when it comes to the relationship between science and power, nothing has changed 

since the sixteenth century. Science, he tells us, is still under political surveillance and scientists still have 
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the same basic options of reacting at their disposal that already characterize the biographies of his four 

protagonists (p. 354–358): to hide one’s discoveries (like Copernicus did), to collaborate with the powers 

that be (like Galileo tried), to go into exile (the stance ascribed by Faidutti to Kepler), or to choose the path 

of revolt (Bruno and his horrible fate). 

It is difficult to review a work that presents itself as a contribution to our understanding of the political 

reverberations of the early modern cosmological revolution, but turns out to be utterly devoid of original 

content or ideas. Faidutti’s book, despite some implicit pretensions to scholarship, is best viewed as a 

work of literature, both in terms of style and content, making it an inferior successor to Arthur Koestler’s 

»Sleepwalkers«, which incidentally appears to have been one of the author’s main guides through these 

astronomers’ lives. At the same time, his essay is sometimes akin to a history textbook, given its frequent 

use of box framed excursuses, which interrupt the text to inform us of the details of Kepler’s laws of 

planetary motion (p. 173–179) or the importance of figures such as Cardinal Bessarion (p. 28–29) and 

Erasmus (p. 62–66). Footnotes, when they are used at all, are mostly there to convey additional 

information. References to sources and secondary literature are absent for the most part, which makes it 

difficult to tell where (and from what original languages) the copious citations are taken from. 

The basic historical theses contained in this book are far from trivial or unproblematic, but for them to merit 

serious discussion would have necessitated a sustained and thoroughly researched argument, which is 

simply absent. Given the author’s obvious limitations (the publisher’s blurb on the back of the book 

introduces him as a cardiac surgeon rather than a historian) such an argument would perhaps be too 

much to ask for. That Faidutti is ill-equipped for this task is also evident from his bibliography (p. 359–363), 

which lists approximately seventy titles (including many source editions), most of which are seriously 

outdated or of secondary importance (e. g. titles by Stefan Zweig and Friedrich Dürrenmatt). Throughout 

»Copernic, Kepler & Galilée face aux pouvoirs«, there is a conspicuous lack of engagement with recent 

research and literature, which has been particularly profuse in the case of Galilei (e. g. recent titles by 

Artigas and Shea, Beltrán Marí, Beretta, Fantoli, Finocchiaro, Machamer, and Naess, to name but a few). 

Needless to say, the author’s lack of acquaintance with much of the contemporary literature on the history 

of science leads to a variety of minor and major mistakes: the claim that Roger Bacon – this »Galilée du 

Moyen-Âge« (p. 20) – denounced »les failles du système de Ptolémée« (p. 19) is dubious; 1252 is the 

starting date of the Alfonsine tables, not the year of their publication (p. 27 n. 13), which did not come until 

two decades later; Copernicus, as has long been recognized, was not invited to Rome by bishop Paul of 

Fossombrone (p. 56)1; to say that the Gregorian reform of the calendar was »base sur la théorie de 

Copernic« (p. 75) is extremely misleading, the use of the Prutenic tables by papal astronomers 

notwithstanding; the assertion that Aristarchus of Samos was exiled from his native island because of his 

heliocentrism (p. 354 n. 242) is simply baseless. Further examples could be supplied.

It remains to be asked whom the editors of L’Harmattan’s series »Acteurs de la science« intended as the 

1 Edward Rosen, Galileo’s Misstatements about Copernicus, in: Isis 49 (1958), S. 319–330, here p. 321.
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target audience for this book. Historians of science will learn nothing from its 350 pages, although they are 

likely to take issue with many of Faidutti’s interpretations. Interested laypersons, on the other hand, may 

be put off by the sometimes excessive amount of detail. That said, there is a continual demand for 

readable introductions to this difficult, but important, chapter in human history. Admirers of Copernicus, 

Kepler etc., who may enjoy Faidutti’s vivid prose more than the present reviewer did, are kindly 

encouraged to take a look at this latest offering.
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