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William Dawes: Scientist, Governor, Abo-
litionist: Caught Between Science and 
Religion, by Richard de Grijs and Andrew 
Jacob. (Cham, Springer, 2023). Pp xi + 
272. ISBN 978-3-031-38773-9 (hardback), 
235 × 155 mm, US$79.99. 
 

Early European visitors to Australia, including 
James Cook and the astronomer Charles 
Green in 1770 and Lapérouse’s astronomer, 
Joseph Lepaute Dagelet, in 1788, made as-
tronomical observations. However, William 
Dawes was the first European astronomer to 
set up a longer-term observatory in Australia. 
He came on the First Fleet as a Second 
Lieutenant of Marines with the task of setting 
up an observatory to search for a comet. That 
comet had been first suggested by Edmond 
Halley and, subsequently, by the Astronomer 
Royal, Nevil Maskelyne. 
 

Dawes set up his observatory on the 
west side of Sydney Cove in the area that 
became known as Dawes Point (although 
recently its Aboriginal name of Tar-Ra has 
been revived). From this site he searched for 
the mooted comet, finding that it did not 
eventuate, and made other astronomical ob-
servations, as well as keeping meteorological 
records. He did much else besides. On the 
voyage of the fleet from England he helped 
to track the position of the ships, while in 
Sydney he was also given a number of non-
astronomical tasks, such as engineering, ex-
ploring and surveying. On his own initiative, 
he made friends with the local First Nations 
people and compiled notes on their langu-
age. It is this last project that is Dawes’ most 
lasting legacy. 

 

As related in this new book on Dawes’ 
life, he had a complex personality. He was a 
high-performing individual with compulsive 
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behaviour and an inability to negotiate the 
complex politics he faced in Sydney and, in 
later life, in Sierra Leone and in Antigua. In 
fact, the book’s authors revisit the suggestion 
that he had Asperger’s Syndrome. 
 

The book has a thorough, well-referenc-
ed and footnoted description of Dawes’ time 
in Sydney. The highlight of that section of the 
book is a detailed examination of early maps 
of the Colony, together with photographs and 
other evidence, to find a likely location for the 
site of Dawes’ observatory. This is not known 
accurately, as during the building of the Syd-
ney Harbour Bridge from 1923 to 1932, the 
whole area where the observatory could 
have been located was completely churned  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
up. Though there is little likelihood of finding 
its remnants, the newly suggested position 
on the eastern side of the present Harbour 
Bridge approaches seems highly plausible. 

 

In Sydney, there was continual friction 
between Dawes and the Governor, Arthur 
Phillip. This culminated after Dawes re-
luctantly took part in a punitive expedition 
against Aboriginals and then told Phillip that 
he would refuse any orders to take part in 
similar expeditions in the future. Conse-
quently, Dawes’ New South Wales posting 
was not extended, as he would have wished, 
and he returned to England in December 
1791 with his fellow Marines. 

After a short stint back home in England, 
Dawes was recruited to help govern the 
Sierra Leone Company’s settlement on the 
west coast of Africa. This venture, to est-
ablish a home for black slaves freed from 
Britain’s North American colonies, was un-
dertaken both for commercial and benevolent 
reasons. Less than a year after arrival Dawes 
became Governor and took on all the prob-
lems of the settlement. He became highly 
unpopular, especially with black settlers, who 
did not appreciate his priorities, such as 
building a fortress, instead of allocating farm 
land, as they had been promised by the Com-
pany. After becoming ill, Dawes returned to 
England, where he married. He returned 
twice more for short terms as Governor, but 
each time found the job as difficult as the first 
time. 

 

In 1813, after a second marriage, he 
moved to join his new wife’s family in Antigua, 
a British slave colony in the West Indies. 
Being deeply religious, he was asked by the 
Church Missionary Society in London to est-
ablish Sunday Schools for slaves. Initially, he 
did well, but the arrival of a new bishop in the 
colony made things difficult for him. The bish-
op objected to many of Dawes’ practices, 
such as cooperating with the Methodists, 
having female teachers and teaching slave 
children to read and write. The bishop forced 
changes that led to the collapse of the Sun-
day School network and Dawes had to retire. 
He died in Antigua in 1836 at the age of 74. 

 

The book gives a comprehensive and 
well documented view of the life of William 
Dawes. It is full of quotations from his private 
letters and those of others. A large selection 
of outstanding contemporary maps and 
images illustrates the book. My favourite 
chapters were those dealing with Dawes’ act-
ivities in Sierra Leone and Antigua, possibly 
because I had no prior knowledge of that part 
of his life. 

 

There are a number of reading aids in the 
book. Near the beginning of the book (page 
viii) there is a family tree for Dawes. There is 
a typo here as his first wife is indicated as 
having been born before 1744, making her 
over 50 years old at the birth of her first child. 
Instead, the website FamilySearch (2023) 
gives her birth as before 1774, which is much 
more plausible. After the References, there is 
a useful list of the large cast of people men-
tioned in the book (pages 261–265). Strange-
ly, though this is headed “Glossary”, an un-
usual use of the word. In fact, a real glossary 
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would have been helpful, as there are many 
navigational concepts mentioned, some with-
out full explanation. 

 

The last two chapters of the book, though 
relevant, are really appendices as they are 
outside the story of Dawes’ life. The first of 
these relates to astronomical tent observa-
tories. Here we find (page 242) a discussion 
of how a tent observatory was used on 
Matthew Flinders’ 1801–1802 circumnaviga-
tion of Australia. With the help of a theodolite, 
a sextant and an Earnshaw astronomical reg-
ulator, Flinders and his brother determined 
longitudes from lunar distances. Since one of 
the authors is Curator of Astronomy at the 
Powerhouse Museum, I find it a little disap-
pointing that there is no mention of the as-
tronomical regulator being in the Museum’s 
collection. Then there is a sentence stating, 
“… they then used their lunar distances to 
check the ‘going rate’ of their clocks …”. 
(page 242). This is incorrect, as only local 
time, which could be established by equal 
altitudes, was needed to find the rate of a 
clock. Flinders (1814) states this a number of 
times in his book about the voyage. For 
example, for Sunday 1 November 1801 he 
writes that 
 

The rates of going with mean solar 
time of the four time keepers commit-
ted to my charge, were deduced by 
Mr. Crosley from three days obser-
vation of equal altitudes, with a sex-
tant and quick-silver horizon, be-
tween the 21st and 27th of October. 
(page 40). 

 

Notwithstanding the minor quibbles listed 
above, included mainly to show that the book 
has been carefully reviewed, this is an ex-
cellent book. It gives a full scholarly expo-
sition of the life and achievements of William 
Dawes, who was a fascinating and important 
person in the history of Australian astronomy 
and Australian science. The book is highly 
recommended to readers of the Journal of 
Astronomical History and Heritage. 
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	De Mundi Recentioribus Phænomenis: Cosmologie et Science dans l’Europe des Temps Modernes, XVPeP – XVIIIPeP Siècles, Essais en l’Honneur de Miguel Ángel Granada, edited by Édouard Mehl and Isabelle Pantin. (Turnhout, Brepols, 2022). Pp. 484. ISBN 978-...
	This book is a tribute to Miguel Ángel Gran-ada, a Catalan scholar well known for his studies of the scientific revolution of the six- tenth and seventeenth centuries. It contains a complete bibliography of Granada’s works, and 19 essays about this fa...
	These concerns aside, this is an inter-esting book. The first text, in French by Isa-belle Pantin, places the discussions about the 1572 supernova (not nova!) and the great comet of 1577 within the controversies about religion at the University of Ros...
	Then comes an essay in English by Peter Barker, who describes in detail Copernicus’ debt to Islamic astronomy, as well as other contacts with it at the same epoch (Guillaume Postel as an example). He also discusses the revival of interest for Islamic ...
	There is a great deale of Learning and that very fitt and necessary to be knowne, that is written in Arabicke, and there is a great defect in both our Universities [Oxford and Cambridge] … which we impute … as partly to the great scarcity and want of ...
	The next essay (in Italian) of Dario Tes-sicini recalls that the term of cosmologia seems to have been first used in 1570 by the French Antoine Mizault (ca. 1512–1578), a pupil of Oronce Fine, as the title of a re-edition of his Cosmographiae, seu Mun...
	Cosmography differs from Cosmol-ogy in that the latter treats of the construction and formation of the Universe, while Cosmography is only its technical description. (page 78,
	This is close to the modern meanings. For Mizault also, cosmology dealt with the caus-es and cosmography was a mere description. Kepler did not use the word cosmology but found that some contemporaries have not grasped the purpose of his Mysterium Cos...
	Next, Victor Navarro Brotons discusses in English the impact of ‘Celestial Novelties’ in Spain between 1572 and 1618. Tycho’s 1572 supernova was generally considered as a comet, but a real scientific study was made by Jerónimo Muñoz (ca. 1520–1591) wh...
	… the many questions raised by the novae and comets contributed signif-icantly, in Spain as well as the rest of Europe, to the crisis of the Aristote-lian cosmos. (page 117).
	The following, short essay in English by Patrick J. Boner, is devoted to Kepler’s ideas about the cosmos, largely inspired by those of Cornelius Gemma and triggered by the appearance of the 1572 supernova.
	Pietro D. Omodeo and H. Darrel Rutkin then discuss (in English) the political dimen-sions of the astrology of Tommaso Campan-ella (1568–1639), with particular attention to his utopian vision in the City of the Sun. We can see here how people like him ...
	My knowledge of Italian is too rudiment-ary to be able to report about the paper that follows, by Saverio Ricci, entitled “Chi paga I ribelli?” (who pays the rebels?) with the trans-lated subtitle “Aristocracy and philosophy in Naples at the end of XV...
	The next paper, by Natacha Fabbri, is in French and its title can be translated as “Re-lentless war and moderatio of the opposites: the cosmological order of Telesio.” The Ital-ian philosopher Bernardino Telesio (1509–
	1578) was one of the first who attempted to get rid of Aristotle’s philosophy. In his De Rerum Natura, he developed a world system resting on a war between the principles of cold and heat, inspired by Parmenides. The paper describes this system, which...
	In another study in French, Antonella del Prete examines the origin and development of the ideas of Giordano Bruno on the ele-ments and the nature of celestial bodies.
	Some time before Bruno, Paracelsus had discussed the Creation, as exposed by Didier Kahn in his essay in French. Whether or not he adopted creation of matter ex nihilo is still debated. On the other hand, he discus-sed the creation of natural bodies, ...
	In a long, well-illustrated essay in Ger-man, Olivier Ribordy discusses the work on comets of Johann Baptist Cysat (1587–1657), a Jesuit who was Christoph Scheiner’s assistant of at Ingolstadt. For him, in his Mathemata Astronomica, comets are supra-l...
	Next, Massimo Bucciantini (in English) discusses the strange case of Paolo Antonio Foscarini (1565–1616), a Carmelite Friar who wanted to create a sort of Copernician theol-ogy. He wrote a Letter on the Pythagorean and Copernican Opinions which was co...
	The following paper by Chantal Grell, in French, relates the complicated and eventu-ally unfruitful quest by Hevelius and in paral-lel by Gassendi for the manuscript observa-tions of Tycho Brahe. However, these obser-vations are still preserved and ha...
	The final part of the book is devoted to Kepler. Édouard Mehl discusses first (in French) a note by Kepler about ‘the admir-able proportion of the world,’ kept at Darm-stadt amongst various manuscript docu-ments by Kepler and contemporaries. It shows ...
	An essay by Pierre Jeandillou (in French) then comments on Hegel’s 1801 thesis Dis-sertatio philosophica de Orbis Planetarum, in which he wanted to make intelligible the plan-etary system through a fundamental prin-ciple: to conceive the nature by rea...
	The last part of the book contains a long comment by Nicolas Roudet (in French) on two unpublished horoscopes of the French King Henri IV, dated 1591 and 1595. Their texts, respectively in German and in Latin, are unfortunately not translated into Eng...
	To conclude, I found what I could read of this book interesting, but it is going to be essentially used by specialists.
	References
	Dreyer, J.L.E., 1923. Tychonis Brahe Dani Opera Omnia, Volume 10: Thesaurus observationum, at fidem codicum primum integrum. Hauniæ (Copenhague), Libraria Gyldendaliana (re-edited in 1972, apparently not digitized).
	Verbunt, F., and van Gent, R.H., 2010. Three editions of the star catalogue of Tycho Brahe. Machine-readable versions and comparison with the modern Hipparcos catalogue, Astron-omy & Astrophysics, 516, A28.
	Poésie et Astronomie: de l’Antiquité au Romantisme, edited by Florian Barrière and Caroline Bertonèche. (Grenoble, UGA Éditions, 2020). Pp. 209. ISBN 978-2-37747-205-5, 140 × 215 mm, €25.00.
	This book, in French, is devoted to the re-lations between poetry and astronomy. Artists—poets in particular—have at all times been inspired by the contemplation of the sky and by astronomical events. This was espec-ially true in Antiquity, as recalle...
	The first chapter, by Jean Trinquier, dis-cusses the representation of constellations. Amongst the 48 constellations of the Alma-gest, 25 are animals, 13 personages and 10 objects. The Greek poet Aratos (ca. 315–245 BC), in his Phænomena, describes mo...
	Lucan (39–65 AD) was another Roman poet interested in astronomy, as discussed by Florian Barrière. In several passages of his Bellum civile, he describes solar and lunar eclipses, and with much detail and some accuracy navigation using the stars or co...
	The next chapter, by Florian Audureau, recalls that sailors of Antiquity could use the
	position of the two Ursæ, that are always visible, and the rise of various stars or groups like the Pleiades, Orion or zodiacal constella-tions to obtain direction and time. However, Ursa Majoris occupied a special place, as it was supposed to embody ...
	The second part of the book is devoted to the interest for celestial phenomena in English literature, poetry and theater of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In-deed, as recalled by Sophie Chiari, they are of importance in Shakespeare’s theate...
	The following article, by Pierre Carboni, discusses the ‘scientific’ poetry of the Scot James Thomson (1700–1748), who com-mented in a long Poem Sacred to the Mem-ory of Sir Isaac Newton of 1727 Newton’s astronomical work and some of his work on light...
	In the third part of the book, it is shown that the antique model, from Homer to Lucretius, was used by poets of the Romantic era to comment on the new astronomical dis-coveries (Uranus, Neptune, etc.), and more generally on discoveries in biology and...
	Then Caroline Dauphin describes the re-lations between William Herschel and the poet, botanist and physician Erasmus Darwin (1731–1802), grand-father of Charles Dar-win. Herschel compared the study of stars and star clusters to that of plants or anima...
	Why should we be less inquisitive than the natural philosopher, who sometimes, even from an inconsid-erable number of specimens of a plant, or an animal, is enabled to present us with the history of its rise, progress, and decay? Let us then compare t...
	And further:
	Perhaps, by placing before us the very extensive and varied collection of clusters and nebulæ furnished by my catalogues, we may be able to trace the progress of its operation [of the constructing cause], in the great laboratory of the Universe.
	The idea of evolution is clearly there, inspired by Lucretius. In his poem The Botanic Gar-den (1792, illustrated by William Blake who himself wrote similar poems), Darwin jumps on it, and imagines the beginning of the Uni-verse as a sort of Big Bang,...
	… And the mass starts into a million suns; / Earths round each sun with quick explosions burst, / And second planets issue from the first.
	Similarly, Darwin imagines the end of the Uni-verse, a kind of Big Crunch, and even pro-poses, probably inspired by the theories of the geologist James Hutton, a cyclical Uni-verse:
	Till o’er the wreck, emerging from the storm, / Immortal NATURE lifts her changeful form / Mounts from her funeral pyre on wings of flame, / And soars and shines, another and the same.
	Elsa Courant then describes the interest of Romantic poets in the starry night: it even became a cliché throughout he second half of the eighteenth century and almost the to-tality of the following century. This can be seen through the poems of Edward...
	To summarize, this is an interesting book, which gathers many facts and points of view on the history of the relations between astronomy and poetry from Antiquity to the Romantic era, with numerous citations of poems. It should be of interest not only...
	a wider French-speaking public. However, as its understanding requires an excellent know-ledge of the French language, I doubt that it can reach an international audience: for this, a translation into English would be welcome.
	Dr. James Lequeux,



