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Owen Gingerich, a Harvard professor, was inspired by Arthur Koestler’s claim in his book
The sleepwalkers (a best selling history of early astronomy published in 1959) that nobody had
read Copernicus’s book De revolutionibus orbium coelestium when it was first published in 1543.

The book nobody read : chasing the revolutions of
Nicholas Copernicus by Owen Gingerich,
published in 2004, is the story of Gingerich’s
quest to prove Koestler wrong by locating all
remaining copies of the first and second
editions of Copernicus’s book, which
Gingerich published as An annotated census of
Copernicus’s De revolutionibus, a 400 page
reference work. In this survey the provenance,
annotations, marginal notes and condition of
all known surviving copies were detailed. In
order to do this Gingerich travelled the world
to see every copy he could of the first and
second editions of De revolutionibus.

©University of Reading 2007

Page 1

Title page of the copy of the second edition of
De Revolutionibus by Copernicus in University
of Reading Library.

We now know that the history of the making and publishing of De revolutionibus in 1543 is a
story of Papal intrigue, drama, politics and a deathbed scene.

Nicolaus Copernicus was a
Polish astronomer (1473-1543).
Born in Torun, he began his
university studies in Krakow in
1491, where he studied canon
law and Latin and Greek classics.
However he also had an interest
in mathematics and astronomy.
After obtaining his degree of
Doctor of Canon Law in Italy in
1503, Copernicus returned
home to Warmia in Poland to
serve as Canon of the Cathedral
Chapter of Frombork. It was
from the turret in which he
lived that he made his
astronomical observations.
Portrait of Copernicus in Torun town hall, painted
around 1560
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It was in the work De
revolutionibus that
Copernicus first presented
the heliocentric model of
the solar system, working
out all the arithmetical
details of a model
consisting of the sun at the
centre and the then known
six planets – Mercury,
Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter
and Saturn –revolving
around the sun in
concentric circular orbits.
This is exactly what
Ptolemy had done for the
geocentric model over a
thousand years earlier, in
the second century AD.
Copernicus’s work was
accepted by fellow
astronomers and Ptolemy’s
abandoned because De
revolutionibus was simpler
and more accurate.

Copernicus knew that these findings would lead him into trouble with the Roman Catholic
Church, so he published a short summary in 1514 called Commentariolus and word of this
extraordinary discovery spread amongst scholars of astronomy and mathematics. It was one
such scholar, the Austrian Georg Rheticus (1514-1574), who travelled to Poland in 1539 and
ended up staying for two years, during which he persuaded Copernicus to finally publish his
findings. Myth has it that in the spring of 1543, as Copernicus lay on his deathbed, his
fellow clerics brought him the printed pages of the De revolutionibus, the first and last time
he saw his manuscript as a published book!
Though Copernicus did not live to hear of its extraordinary impact, the book which first
suggested that the Sun, not the Earth, is the centre of the universe is now recognised as one
of the most influential scientific works of all time.
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The religious authorities
at first did not react to
the book’s publication.
This was most likely due
to the addition of an
anonymous preface,
written by the
publication’s overseer,
Andreas Osiander (14981552). This took the form
of an unsigned Letter to
the reader directly after
the title-page, which
maintained that the
hypothesis was merely a
device to simplify
calculations. [In Reading's
copy the name of the author
has been added as a later
annotation]

In fact, Copernicus,
mindful of the likely
reaction of the Roman
Catholic Church, adds a
lengthy letter addressed to:
“His holiness, Pope Paul
III…” in which he states
that readers will be
shocked by the new theory.
Pope Paul’s reaction is not
known. There was no great
upset until Galileo forced
the issue with the Church
authorities. By this time
the book had sold out as
scholars were eager to read
it, hence the publication in
Basle of the second edition
in 1566.
De revolutionibus was placed on the Index of Prohibited Books in 1616. A papal decree in 1620
demanded alterations in ten specific places in the text – these alterations emphasised, as
had Osiander, that the heliocentric theory was hypothetical. In his census Gingerich
discovered that 60% of the copies in Italy were ‘corrected’ but virtually none outside Italy
were touched. It seems that the rest of Europe viewed this controversy as a local dispute.
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Very early on in his search, Gingerich discovered in Edinburgh a first edition richly
annotated in the margins by a leading scholar in Europe in the 1540s. The marginal notes
Gingerich has found in the copies he has seen demonstrate the existence of a silent network
that connected 16th century astronomers a 16th century equivalent of email. This
contradicts Koestler’s theory that Copernicus’s book was unread”.
Reading's second edition
Gingerich never came to Reading, so the Library’s copy of the second edition is not recorded
in his census. Reading’s copy has few annotations and these are mostly corrections to errors,
which come from a rare errata leaf published after the first edition. It also has a signature
“Georgii Fairfaxii 1662” on the front endpaper.
The second edition was printed in Basle in 1566 by the publishing house founded in 1496
and carried on by generations of the Petri family. In the 16th century Heinrich Petri's son
Sebastian adopted the surname Henripetri and the company also changed its name.

The distinctive printer’s mark on
the title page, which depicts a
rock being smashed by a godlike
hammer over which fire is blown
by a heavenly face, is an allusion
to the family name. The
symbolism is explained by the
biblical motto (Jeremiah 23:29)
which is not present here but
which is printed in Greek, Latin,
and Hebrew in some books
published by the company, "Is not
my Word like fire, says the Lord,
and like a hammer that breaks a
rock in pieces?"
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