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This is a brilliant book, combiningthorough scholarshipwith original
insight.It should deepenour understanding
of a remarkablenumber of
subjects. Essentially, it concerns a key part of the process of
rationalisationthat has been so instrumentalin producing what we now
recognizeas modernity.
Perkins has much to tell us about astrological almanacs,to whose
importanceKeith Thomas first alerted usl in this capacity,she builds on
and extends the excellent work of Bernard Capp. There is also
fascinatingmaterial here on comic almanacsand Australian almanacsthe latter including an exampleof cultural influence by a colony (in the
personof JamesRoss)on metropolitandiscourse.
But more important is her use of almanacsto gain accessto the world
of popularbelief, and the tensiorrsin its relationshipswith elite opinion.
Here the pioneer was Peter Burke's Popular Culture in Early Modern
Europe and Perkins' book easily holds its owr-r with subsequent
scholarshipby David Vincent and others.(l can't help feeling it a pity,
however, that she passedover E. P. Thornpson'sapt refinement of
'popular'as'plebeian'.)
At the heart of her account is the campaign by the Society for the
Diffusion of Useful Knowledge in tlre third decade of the nineteenth
century against the Stationers' Conrpany, monopolist publisher of
almanacs.Led by Lord Brougham and Charles Knight, the SDUK
targetedsuch long-standingannualtitles as Poor Robin, Partridge's and
especially Vox Stellarum, popularly known as Moore's, with its
mysterioushieroglyphicand astrologicalprophecy.ln 1800.a minimum
of one person in every sevenin Englandbought an almanac- wliich was
read,of course,by severalmore - and far and away the most popular was
Moore s. In 1838,its bestyear,il sold over half a million copies,netting
the Companyof Stationersf,6,414.
Significantly, the editorial voice of Moore s was unirnpeachably
Whig, comprising a set of convictiorts shared by the SDUK. But the
latter had correctly identified the former as a major site and source of
'the superstitionsof the vulgar' (in the characteristic
tenns of the
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Athenaeum,in 1828)and, as such,resistance
to its desireto advancethe
scientific managementand rationalisationof society.The goal, as Perkins
puts it, was nothing less than 'a transforrnationof consciousness,from
one which was connected to a pre-Enlightenment world of
correspondences
and hurnoursperpetuatedby popular almanacs,to .one
in which empirical observation and rational enquiry were the
standard....[and]in which the natural world could be placed without
recourseto 'irrational' concepts.'(p. 58)
Of course, the SDUK's empirico-rationalismwas far from neutral,
proceeding by a series of conflations linking 'useful', 'rational',
'scientific'and'real'. ln other words, this was a hegemonicstruggle
to
replace one particular social construalof reality witl-ranother.(I should
add, however,that Perkins is no wild-eyed studentof cultural studies,
however; a more sober and thoroughly documentedaccount would be
hard to imagine.)In this context,the dividirig line befweenrationality
and 'superstition' was bitterly contested.In a fascinating chapter on
weather, Perkins tells the sad story of Admiral Robert Fitzroy, who
pioneeredefforts to take its prediction out of the hands of countrymen,
astrologersand amateurs.In 1865,harriedmercilesslyby the pressas a
covert weather-prophet(and by astrologerson his other flank), Fitzroy
took his own life.
Predictably,the overall resultsof the SDUK campaignwere uneven
's
and complex. In 1872,Moore finally droppedthe astrology,only to be
severelypunishedby readers:salesdroppedsteadilyto only 50,000 in
1895. It was farmed out to another publisher in the early twentieth
century who re-introduced 'the voice of the stars', and still appears
annually, though witl-r nothing like its former circulation or influence.
Meanwhile, in the 1830s, judicial astrology re-appearedin the
metropolitan heartland, courtesy the new almanacs of Zadkiel and
Raphael. These had a rniddle-class readership, and Perkins
underestimatesthe significance of their success, which astounded
CharlesKnight; she could have made more use of them in graspingthe
complexity of mid-nineteenth-century
middle-classdiscourse.She also
succumbsto the temptation (which seems nigh-well irresistible to
historiansin this field) to perceivethe 'deathof popularastrology',this
time in 1869-70(p. 119); the evidenceto the contrary in every daily
tabloid newspaper,and even somebroadsheets(to the disgustof others).
True, Sun-signcolumnsaren't preciselyearly rnodernlnoon- and star-
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lore; but they are much closer to it tharrto the highly individual analyses
ofjudicial astrology.
bverall. however, Perkins is right to hand the palm to the reformers.
Their relative victory was apparentin the new breedof almanacssuch as
Whittaker's,advancinga conceptof tirne - arrdthis is central that was
and
social
the
to
algorhy'thmic,quantitative and clock-based.Banished
intettettuat maigins - where it still survives was the old communal,
qualitative time incorporating planetary and lunar cycles, and their
corollariesin the annualseasons.
'post-modern'suspicion of
This raises the question of whether a
science, ecological crisis in our relations with nature, and a postNeMonian quantum physics signal the imminenceof a new popular
senseof tim", on" that may have significant continuitieswith premodern
cycles and qualities.Whateverthe outcome,future historianswill have to
consultPerkinsbefore settingout.
Patrick Curry
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