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Reviewed by James Randi
With the media so full of glowing ac-
counts that deal with nonsense such
as children with x-ray vision, we need

to be better armed
and informed. Knowl-
edge helps filter out
whatever truth might
be contained in an at-
tractive story about a
spoon being bent by
staring at it or about
some new guru who
has the secret to eter-
nal life or can com-

municate with the next “UFO” that
darts across the sky. 

Debunked! ESP, Telekinesis, and
Other Pseudoscience by Georges
Charpak and Henri Broch is one of
those books I wish I’d written.
Charpak is a physicist at CERN who
won the 1992 Nobel Prize in Physics
for his invention of several particle de-
tectors, and Henri Broch is a physics
professor at the University of Nice-
Sophia Antipolis in France who also
teaches zetetics, the scientific investi-
gation of paranormal phenomena.
The authors approach the subjects as
dedicated and qualified scientists. I,
on the other hand, have to do it from
a different direction. My expertise lies
in the art of deception. I come from the
conjuring profession, and I apply my
knowledge of trickery to unravel the
deceptions that cunning fakers use to
deceive and swindle their victims.
Charpak and Broch use their aca-
demic training to examine the logic

and rationality of each case they dis-
sect. I’m pleased to see the excellent
book they’ve written. 

Debunked! was originally pub-
lished as Devenez sorciers, devenez sa-
vants in 2002. I particularly appreci-
ate the authors’ prologue, “Sorcerers
and Scientists,” which prepares the
reader to assess their analyses. To be-
come properly informed about a wide
spectrum of paranormal and super-
natural claims, one needs to be
primed on the difference between real
science and pseudoscience, and on the
general characteristics and history of
nonsense and myth. 

The chapters are respectively ti-
tled “The First Steps in the Initia-
tion,” “Amazing Coincidences,” “Let’s
Play Detective,” “The Right to Dreams
and Clarity,” and “A New Millennium
Dawns.” At the end of the book is an
appendix on how to calculate proba-
bilities. Every subject, from fire walk-
ing—which needs only a rational ex-
planation—to other matters that call
for a better understanding of natural
phenomena and interpretation, is
handled in such a manner that one
can understand and further pursue
the true nature of claims made. My
only regret with Debunked! is that it
lacks an index. But perhaps the pub-
lishers intended readers to leaf
through more pages to discover what
they are looking for. 

Local libraries, which no doubt have
a full assortment of pro-paranormal
books, need to have Debunked! as
well. Consider donating a copy to your
nearest public library. 
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The following is how Owen Gin-
gerich’s The Book Nobody Read: Chas-
ing the Revolutions of Nicolaus Coper-
nicus might begin if the subject had
been written by Dan Brown, author of
The Da Vinci Code (Doubleday, 2003):

Professor Owen Gingerich was
awakened by the phone. “I’m

sorry to disturb you in the mid-
dle of the night,” said the heav-
ily accented voice of the police
inspector in the small town of
Wolfenbüttel, home to one of the
world’s great libraries. “Our cu-
rator of rare books was just
found murdered in his office. We
found him in front of a copy of
Copernicus’s book, the one you
were examining a few hours
ago. In his last moments he pen-
ciled a line around a passage,
which we hope is a clue. Can you
help us?” 

Although lacking the murder, may-
hem, and mysticism of such best-
sellers as The Da Vinci Code or Rule of
Four (Dial Press, 2004) by Ian Cald-
well and Dustin Thomason, Gin-
gerich’s book inadvertently echoes
their exciting prose with historical
tales of intrigue, heresy, and great dis-
covery. However, his work surpasses
these novels by giving us actual history
and real-world puzzles in place of the
pseudoscholarship of the potboilers. 

The Book Nobody Read is really a
book about a book about a book. Gin-
gerich is one of the most energetic and
prominent scholars of the Copernican
revolution. His An Annotated Census
of Copernicus’ De Revolutionibus
(Brill Academic, 2002) catalogs copies
of that epochal work and traces their
provenance, annotations, and other
interesting features.

Gingerich’s latest book is essen-
tially an account of the conception and
the making of the census. His exten-
sive travels to find and inspect copies

of De Revolutionibus
Orbium Coelestium
provide grist for
seemingly countless
anecdotes and side-
lights. But his first-
person account is
far from a strict nar-
rative. The author
draws on his three
decades of work to
form chapters that

are roughly thematic. Some of those
chapters treat historical questions,
such as the intellectual relationships
between Copernican scholars as
traced through the annotations found
in copies of De Rev. Other chapters re-
flect on books as objects—for exam-
ple, how the craft of printing shaped
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early books and their unexpected
peregrinations from generation to gen-
eration. And some chapters focus on
the relationships between people and
rare books as expensive collectibles. I
found the latter particularly intrigu-
ing. Gingerich’s deep knowledge of
that particular group of books is inti-
mate: He knows them as individuals,
and he recounts several stories of
thefts, thwarted sales of stolen copies,
and unfinished investigations.

The Book Nobody Read, whose title
is an ironic reference to the opinion of
novelist Arthur Koestler on De Rev, is
also a window into the evolution of the
historical understanding in recent
years of the Copernican revolution.
Gingerich describes how he and other
historians, notably Edward Rosen and
Robert Westman, sometimes debated,
sometimes competed, and ultimately
collaborated to better understand the
reception of the Copernican theory. The
insight that Gingerich offers into the
formation of current historical views of
the subject was a source of mild frus-
tration for me, because the focus on the
book as object is so intense that read-
ers might not appreciate the intellec-
tual history behind it. Also, the highly
idiosyncratic account Gingerich pro-
vides creates its own questions: I kept
wondering how Westman, who was si-
multaneously working on editions of De
Rev, would tell the story of unraveling
the families of annotations in De Rev.

Although the book’s shortcomings
are mostly irritants, the worst is the
nearly constant stream of digressive
footnotes. Many, perhaps most, of the
footnotes are worth reading, but Gin-
gerich should have found a place for
them in the main text, where the mere
act of reading them would not have in-
terrupted the flow of the writing. 

Despite my impatience with stum-
bling over the footnotes, the book is
still well worth reading. Gingerich
does an admirable job of treating
many technical points in the history
of astronomy. He explains fascinating
details of early modern printing and
book production that provide the clues
to unmask fakes and to distinguish
pristine copies from genuine, “sophis-
ticated” ones. His narrative wanders
into Johannes Kepler’s calculation
foibles, Tycho Brahe’s legal troubles,
and Galileo’s lunar drawings, among
other digressions, but the story al-
ways finds its way back to the rela-
tionships of the original, surviving
copies of De Rev. Gingerich also brings
in Latin paleography and early mod-
ern typography, both of which offer in-
sight into the creation of De Rev.

With that said, the book’s tone is
rarely didactic and sometimes very

clever; it allows the historical figures
themselves to come forth in the story.
I particularly enjoyed glimpses of An-
dreas Osiander, the Lutheran pastor
of Nuremberg who, without Coperin-
cus’s knowledge, inserted the notori-
ous “Preface to the Reader” in De Rev.
That preface left unwary readers with
the impression that Copernicus him-
self was proposing something well
short of a dramatic shift in cosmolog-
ical thinking. Osiander emerges from
the shadows here and there in Gin-
gerich’s book, guilty of provoking con-
fusion among readers of De Rev

Overall, I enjoyed The Book No-
body Read and learned a lot. More
books by historians of science should
be like it.

Jim Lattis
University of Wisconsin–Madison 
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In the past decade, astronomy and as-
trophysics have undergone develop-
ments of fundamental significance.
The increased activity in astrophysics
and the field’s strong coupling with
other areas of physics have led to the
subject’s rising popularity in recent
years. This growing interest has re-
sulted in a proliferation of books deal-
ing with theoretical astrophysics at
different levels for different kinds of
audiences. Neb Duric, once a long-
time faculty member at the Univer-
sity of New Mexico’s physics and as-
tronomy department before recently
moving to Wayne State University’s
medical school in Michigan, adds to
this increasing collection with his lat-
est book, Advanced Astrophysics. 

Because astronomy is a field of sci-
ence driven by observations, one of
the main objectives of astronomy in-
structors is to acquaint students with
the techniques behind astronomical
observations. That is done routinely
in good graduate schools, and one

would have thought the market would
be flooded with books on observa-
tional astronomy. Surprisingly, that is
not the case. Astronomy Methods: A
Physical Approach to Astronomical
Observations by Hale Bradt, a profes-
sor emeritus in MIT’s physics depart-
ment, is a wonderful welcome to a
field in desperate need of more text-
books covering the subject. 

Advanced Astrophysics claims to
cover the field in a short span of about
290 pages. I personally believe such a
task is impossible if one aims for com-
plete coverage of the subject at a rea-
sonable level. Yet Duric has bravely
attempted the impossible, and the re-
sult is rather disappointing: If readers
do not know the subject, they will find
the discussions inadequate; if they are
fairly familiar with the subject, they
will find the discussions to be of little
value. 

The problem is further aggravated
by the author’s ex-
perimenting with a
somewhat uncon-
ventional structur-
ing of the chapters.

His idea, as em-
phasized in the
preface, is to start
with a physics
topic and describe
applications of that topic in different
areas of astronomy and astrophysics.
Thus, part 1 of the book treats cosmic
expansion and large-scale structure
as a part of classical mechanics. The
thermal history of the universe comes
later in part 2 after statistical me-
chanics has been introduced. It be-
came obvious to me that Duric’s ap-
proach leads to a very fragmented
view of physics and, to a lesser extent,
astrophysics. I was amused to see that
a section in part 2 deals with barrier
penetration in quantum mechanics
while, much later in the book, part 4
is titled “Quantum Mechanics.” Stel-
lar structure is also discussed in part 2,
while radiation from accelerated
charges and radiative processes are
mentioned later, in part 3 and beyond.
A better reordering of the topics would
be to cover the necessary physics
background first and then apply the
physics to astrophysical phenomena.

Another shortcoming of the book is
that it has no exercises for students to
test their understanding. The lack of
exercise problems can be a major set-
back for students. I also did not find




