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Mario Biagioli.  Galileo Courtier.  Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press (1993).

Mario Biagioli’s book, Galileo Courtier, fills a lacuna of knowledge on Galileo’s socio-professional life.  His work explores the largely unaddressed issue of patronage in Galileo’s career, and how courtly interactions fashion Galileo’s conduct.  Biagioli’s argument portrays Galileo as both a courtier and scientist, where each of these roles are intimately connected.  Throughout his life, Galileo attempts to receive backing from Medici and Roman elites to advance his mathematical and cosmological ideas.  By venerating the Medici and reinforcing their absolute power, Galileo gains social influence.  Once Galileo obtains support from elites, he asserts his ideas with a more influential status.  By obtaining court legitimacy as a philosopher and mathematician first in the Medici Court and then in Rome, Galileo uses his authority to advance Copernican thought.


Galileo Courtier is divided into six chapters and an epilogue, with a brief intermezzo between chapters four and five.  Biagioli carefully advances his thesis on Galileo by first providing a sociological paradigm of patronage and absolutism.  Then Biagioli employs his model to highlight Galileo’s life.  Beginning in the second chapter and advancing through the text, Biagioli discusses Galileo’s courtly role in obtaining status and promulgating ideas.  The text first discusses Galileo’s interaction with the Medici family, then his theory of buoyancy, then addresses Galileo’s polemic on comets, and finally mentions his trial and altercations with Urban VIII.  Each of these phases correspond to Galileo’s increased influence from the Florentine Court to academia and the Jesuits, and finally to Rome.  The trajectory of Biagioli’s argument is very fluid, and his intermezzo serves a crucial point in making a gentle transition from Galileo’s Florentine interactions to his existence in the Rome.  Galileo’s rise to power and his scientific work correlate in a one-to-one correspondence.

Galileo comes to life in Biagioli’s text: he is portrayed as a shrewd polymath with a rich and diversified lifestyle.  We see Galileo as a skilled politician: he plays to the Medici mythology and calls Jupiter’s moons “Medicean Stars” to emphasize the greatness of the Medici (45).  Similarly, Galileo uses Medici ambassadors as conduits to validate his theories throughout Europe.  These same patterns allow Galileo to fall into Roman favor; it is poems and praise for Galileo’s work in the Assayer which win him favor of Cesarini and Maffeo Barberini.  Many of Galileo’s actions here can be viewed in light of a scientist cozying up to authority in hopes of gaining favor and, as a result, a high-status courtly role. 
Biagioli also discusses Galileo’s role as a shrewd and persuasive literati. Throughout his career, Galileo uses dialogues to reinforce beliefs of his supporters.  For example, Galileo’s creation of his Aristotelian straw-man, Simplicio, allows him to solidify support in the Copernican camp while concurrently deriding the Aristotelian “other” in his Dialogue on the Two Chief World Systems (217).  More than mocking a system to galvanize support, Galileo uses his status to selectively retort at whom he feels is worthy of an academic retort.  By gaining support of the Medici and making a name for himself, Galileo lampoons choice opponents while completely neglecting others as long as his status is maintained.  Galileo the scientist, Galileo the courtier, and Galileo the propagandist writer: all of these images coalesce well throughout Biagioli’s work.

Quite literally, the heart of Biagioli’s text centers on incommensurability and its socio-professional role.  Biagioli remarks that incommensurability possesses, “instances of ‘trespassing professional or disciplinary boundaries and violating socioprofessional hierarchies’” (215).  Once Galileo obtains legitimacy through patronage, he uses it to realign the status of mathematics and philosophy.  By claiming himself as both a mathematician and a philosopher, Galileo accomplishes dual goals.  He entertains the socially elite in his parlance while also advancing theories of mathematics to his intellectual rivals.  As Biagioli remarks, mathematicians were removed from court dialogue because of their low status and inability to communicate.  With proper court backing, Galileo advances new, quantitative theories on cosmology and buoyancy to oust his natural philosopher colleagues.  The nascent of Galileo as a courtier is accompanied by the legitimacy of mathematical thought.
While obtaining legitimacy, Galileo must defend his honor.  Biagioli often draws parallels between scientific disputation and dueling.  While Galileo does not physically duel, he engages in affairs of honor to validate his claims.  Cases in point are directed at Delle Colombe and Grazzi with respect to buoyancy and comets, respectively.  In both cases Galileo writes treatises disqualifying his competitors of their authority.  In both cases, the opposing parties possessed evidence contrary to Galilean thought.  Eventually, however, Biagioli argues that Galileo’s efforts ricochet back at him.  After striving to obtain legitimacy, Galileo trespasses too far upon his move to Rome.  Biagioli remarks that the rapid overturn of Roman power combined with unstable Roman social circles led to Galileo’s downfall and altercations with Urban VIII.  This helps reinforce Biagioli’s argument that Galileo’s success is directly proportional to his morale with people in socioeconomic power.

Just as Biagioli discusses the significance of scientific disputes in Galileo’s parlance, he seems to wander from his thesis in the third chapter.  The middle of Biagioli’s text contains discussion between Galileo and his rivals on buoyancy theory.  Rather than focusing on how Galileo’s increased support by the Medici alters his authority in disputation, Biagioli delineates the quarrel itself.  This section is more scientific in its approach, with supporting diagrams and technical terminology.  While Biagioli’s argument is cogent and engaging, it detracts from the momentum of his thesis of Galileo as a self-fashioner playing by courtly rules in a game of legitimization.  Biagioli’s decision to give several pages to this subject vitiates the tempo of his argument.  A largely historical and sociological thesis is suspended to summarize hydrostatics and specific weights.  This chapter portrays itself as an outlier in its technicality.

While Biagioli’s stance on scientific disputes is that court royalty much preferred the art of disputation to the content of disputes themselves, one still must wonder where Galileo stands with respect to Aristotelian philosophy.  A careful reader is confused comprehending Galileo’s precise position on this subject.  While it seems quite clear that Galileo’s proclivities are against Aristotelian views with respect to buoyancy and heliocentrism, Biagioli remarks that Galileo “revises Aristotle’s theory of comets to deploy it against Grazzi…,” (268).  Therefore, depending on the dispute, Galileo wavers in his philosophical support.  Clearly Galileo espouses Copernican thought in Biagioli’s analysis.  But does Galileo totally rebuff Aristotle?  Biagioli leaves this as an open question.

Regardless of its inconsistencies, however, Galileo Courtier reflects a remarkably coherent thesis on a new dimension of Galileo’s career.  Mario Biagioli does an amazing job of uniting the seemingly disparate fields of sociology, history, and physical science to yield a new socio-professional image of Galileo.  Above all else, both the princely patrons and Galileo come alive as multi-faceted, dynamic characters on the Italian social terrain.
