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BOOK REVIEWS 
 

Mercury, by William Sheehan (London, 
Reaktion Books, 2018). Pp. 183. ISBN 978-1-
7891-4012-5 (hardback), 175 × 225 mm, US 
$40.  
 

This book on Mercury by William Sheehan is 
part of the Solar System series currently being 
published by Reaktion Press.  Titles on the Sun 
and the Moon were reviewed in the last issue of 
the JAHH.  As an historian of astronomy Shee-
han gives us a thorough survey of the early tele-
scopic observations of Mercury.  This is an un-
relieved tale of hope and delusion related in 
such an engaging way that much of the book is 
a genuine page-turner.  
 

Sheehan begins with rare transit observa-
tions in the seventeenth century and Johann 
Schroeter‟s study of Mercury which did not get 
published until 1881, long after his death in 
1816 (note that he spelled his own name 
„Schroeter‟, not „Schröter‟ as in Sheehan‟s 
book).  The real missed opportunity of the 
nineteenth century came when the study of Karl 
Zöllner was overlooked.  He wrote that Mercury, 
like our Moon, is an airless body, in contradict-
tion to the widely held view that it had an atmo-
sphere.  But “Later observers would pay dearly 
for their failure to take heed of his findings,” 
laments Sheehan (p. 40). 
 

After more than a century of Mercurian stud-
ies, the telescopic era culminated in the work of 
Eugene Antoniadi who approached his study of 
Mercury with the belief that Schiaparelli's Mar-
tian canals had “… a basis in reality.” (p. 69).  
After five years of observing Mercury, Antoniadi 
published his results in 1929.  He confirmed the 
results of Schiaparelli (who also studied Mer-
cury) on the rotation period of Mercury, its libra-
tion and the existence of clouds.  “Since, as we 
now know, all of these conclusions were wrong, 
it was a remarkable performance …” deadpans 
Sheehan (p. 73).  A perfect way to express a 
total rout of the best telescopic observations of 
Mercury! 
 

With decades of study relegated to the 
waste bin of history (but not before misleading 
the public in its perception of Mercury), it was 
left to radio astronomy to give us our first real 
data on Mercury.  “The clincher came in 1965 
…” Sheehan writes (p. 77).  That is when a 
good value for the period of rotation of the 
planet, 59 days, put the 88-day period believed 
until then in the best-forgotten file.  In 2018 
Europe launched the BepiColumbo spacecraft 
to study Mercury.  It was named after an expert 
in celestial mechanics who realised from this 
early radio data that Mercury was in a 3:2 res-
onance with the Sun, making its rotation period 
58.65 days. 

This “… rotation period came as a complete 
shock to planetary astronomers.” (p. 79).  Shee-
han describes his own forensic study of what he 
terms the „Schiaparelli case‟, by tracking down 
Schiaparelli‟s original logbooks at Brera Obser-
vatory in Milan.  He teamed up with John 
Boudreau who spent several years obtaining 
CCD images that could be matched up with the 
150 sketches of Mercury found in the archives.  
I would like to have seen more detail on this 
fascinating piece of detective work, which is 
condensed into just 2 pages. 
 

A chapter on spacecraft observations of 
Mercury is very finely illustrated, with numerous 
colour images.  The author gives us an excellent 
idea of our current physical understanding of the 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
planet, including its internal iron core, weak 
magnetic field, and existence of ice in some 
crater floors where the Sun never shines to heat 
it up.  
 

A final 21-page chapter deals with trying to 
explain the precession of Mercury‟s orbit that 
violated the Newtonian law of gravitation.  
Starting with an image of a statue of LeVerrier 
and ending with a description of planetary 
migration, this is an all-encompassing explana-
tion of how the great problem was solved by 
Einstein.  Sheehan aptly describes LeVerrier‟s 
final work on the problem in military terms as a 
“… ten-year siege.” (p. 133).  Unable to solve 
the problem, he was forced in 1859 to postulate 
“… additional mass inside the orbit of Mercury 
…” and thus began one of the most quixotic 
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episodes in the history of astronomy: the search 
for the planet Vulcan.  Here Sheehan draws on 
his 1997 book with Richard Baum, In Search of 
Planet Vulcan. 
 

The book concludes with three appendices: 
a glossary, basic data comparing Mercury with 
Earth, and a 4-page list of craters with their 
diameters, coordinates and origin of each name.  
It is an intriguing list, as we see the Indian poet 
Vyasa from 1500 BCE mingling with the likes of 
Sophocles, Rembrandt, Tolstoy and Mark Twain.   
 

I noticed just three small glitches.  On page 
124 a Messenger photograph of the crater 
Raditladi has a caption indicating the image is 
color coded, but it is reproduced in B&W.  On 
page 158 the equatorial inclination of Mercury is 
given as 0°, whereas the current NASA Solar 
System website gives a figure of 2°.  On page 
159, the (highly rarified) constituents of Mer-
cury‟s atmosphere are missing. 
 

With its up-to-date results and historical per-
spective, this is certainly the finest and most read-
able book available on our innermost planet. 
 

Dr Clifford J. Cunningham  
Centre for Astrophysics, University of  

Southern Queensland, Toowoomba  
4350, Australia.  
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The Cuneiform Uranology Texts: Drawing 
the Constellations, by Paul-Alain Beaulieu, 
Eckart Frahm, Wayne Horowitz, and John 
Steele. Transactions of the American Philo-
sophical Society 107, Part 2. (Philadelphia, 
American Philosophical Society Press, 
2017). Pp. x + 122, 17 plts. ISBN 978-1-60618-
072-3 (paperback), 254 × 171 mm, US $37. 
 

The Mesopotamian fixed star heaven is far less 
understood than its Greek successor.  While 
records of astronomical practices involving the 
sun, moon, and planets are much more prolifer-
ate in cuneiform sources, our understanding of 
the fixed stars mostly revolves around schem-
atic constructs of risings and settings as well as 
using the fixed stars as points of reference in 
the sky.  The identification of many stars still 
remains uncertain or even unknown.  In part-
icular, the imagery and composition of the con-
stellations have proven elusive.  This is partly 
due to the Mesopotamian designation of cel-
estial objects, written with the logogram MUL, 
which can refer to stars, planets, constellations, 
parts of constellations, and other celestial ob-
jects such as comets. 

 

Despite the many thousands of astronomi-
cal texts from Mesopotamia, up until recently 
only one text was known to describe how to 
draw the constellations.  Published by Ernst 
Weidner (1927), for nearly a century it was a 

unique text.  The choice of the verb “draw,” as it 
appears in the subtitle of the book under review, 
is intentional.  It reflects a long Mesopotamian 
tradition that refers to the constellations as 
being drawn in the skies by the gods (p. 2‒4; 
see also Rochberg, 2009: 64‒69).  Recently, 
however, four more texts describing the con-
stellations in a similar fashion were discovered, 
three at Yale University and one at the British 
Museum.  Originally the result of work done in-
dependently by Paul-Alain Beaulieu and Wayne 
Horowitz, they later collaborated and were 
joined by the late John Britton.  With Britton‟s 
passing, John Steele joined Beaulieu and Hor-
owitz to provide his expertise in astronomy.  
Eckart Frahm later joined the group and  pro-
vided contributions, particularly on the tablets at 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yale University.  This book provides a full text-
ual edition of the five texts, referred to as the 
Uranology group.  It includes photos and copies 
(found in the plates at the end of the book), 
transliteration, translation, and commentaries, 
with the exception of the text originally published 
by Weidner, which lacks a copy. 

 

Chapter 1 introduces the texts, dates them, 
and examines the possible connections between 
the five texts as well as their relationship to 
other astronomical texts that refer to constell-
ations, such as MUL.APIN, Enūma Anu Enlil, 
the Astrolabe tradition, and the microzodiac 
texts containing graphic representations of the 
constellations.  When comparing the repertoire 
of stars mentioned in the Uranology group to 
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