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Note from the Publisher

This book attempts to introduce to its readers major chapters in the his-
tory of science. It tries to present science as a human endeavor – a great 
achievement, and all the more human for it. In place of the story of progress 
and its obstacles or a parade of truths revealed, this book stresses the con-
tingent and historical nature of scientiic knowledge. Knowledge, science 
included, is always developed by real people, within communities, answer-
ing immediate needs and challenges shaped by place, culture and historical 
events with resources drawn from their present and past.

Chronologically, this book spans from Pythagorean mathematics to 
Newton’s Principia. The book starts in the High Middle Ages and proceeds 
to introduce the readers to the historian’s way of inquiry. At the center of 
this introduction is the Gothic Cathedral – a grand achievement of human 
knowledge, rooted in a complex cultural context and a powerful metaphor 
for science. The book alternates thematic chapters with chapters concen-
trating on an era. Yet it attempts to integrate discussion of all different 
aspects of the making of knowledge: social and cultural settings, challenges 
and opportunities; intellectual motivations and worries; epistemological 
assumptions and technical ideas; instruments and procedures. The cathe-
dral metaphor is evoked intermittently throughout, to tie the many themes 
discussed to the main lesson: that the complex set of beliefs, practices and 
institutions we call science is a particular, contingent human phenomenon.

The wide scope and varied audience of this book required sacriicing 
footnotes for the sake of luency – not without some professional anxiety – 
and I provide exact references only for direct quotations. The place of refer-
encing within the text is taken by a list of Suggested Readings at the end of 
each chapter, and the book’s main resources are in the “Secondary Sources” 
part of these. For any factual error I bear full responsibility. The “Primary 
Texts” listed in the Suggested Readings are easily accessible, English trans-
lations of sources from the period or theme discussed. For the instructor, 
they should serve as suggestions for tutorial readings; for the student, they 
present an exercise in the interpretation of texts remote in place and time. 
The discussion questions are offered to help the instructor in preparing for 
tutorials, and the reader may ind in them clues to the main insights that 
the story attempts to convey.
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This book is a tribute to the intellectual value of university teaching, and 
in that, indebted to almost everyone whose classroom I attended over the 
years – formally or informally, literally or iguratively. This assembly of 
scholars far too large to reconvene here, so beyond the authors of the 
works populating the book’s reading lists, I will have to directly thank only 
those from whose scholarship I have beneited directly, as my immediate 
teachers or colleagues: Rivka Feldhay, Sabbetay Unguru, J. E. McGuire, 
Peter Machamer, Bernard Goldstein and the late Marcelo Dascal belong to 
the former category; Alan Chalmers, John Schuster, Hanan Yoran, Ohad 
Parnes, Daniela Helbig, Dominic Murphy, Victor Boantza, Snait Gissis and 
especially Raz Chen-Morris – to the latter. Victor volunteered to serve as 
a scientiic editor at the very last stage of writing, saved me some serious 
factual embarrassments and forced me to shorten sentences and sharpen 
arguments.

With some scholars I have not had an opportunity to study in an oficial 
setting, but still consider my teachers: Hal Cook, Ben Elman, Dan Garber, 
Tony Grafton, Simon Schaffer and the late Sam Schweber. For the very idea 
of a bold yet careful account of science, wide ranging but rich with details, 
I am the venerating disciple of the people who irst taught me such courses: 
the late Amos Funkenstein and Yehuda Elkana. I am still in awe at their 
erudition, depth and intellectual courage.

Blessed as I have been with the intellectual support for this book, for 
which Hagar and Yi provided an essential (if sometimes unwitting) foun-
dation, it would still not have come into being without the professional 
and dedicated help of the people at Cambridge University Press: Lucy 
Rhymer, Lisa Pinto, Maggie Jeffers, Sophie Rosinke and Charlie Howell, to 
whom I am deeply grateful. Many librarians went out of their way to help 
assemble the book’s images, and among those I owe special thanks to Tom 
Goodfellow of Sydney University Library and Urte Brauckmann and her 
team at the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science in Berlin.

But irst and foremost, this book is indebted to the graduate students who 
have served as my tutors throughout the years in Sydney. The weekly meet-
ing with them has always been the most intellectually exciting hour of the 
week. Alan Salter taught me history of medicine, and Ian Wills the history of 
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