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BOOK REVIEWS

A Cultural History of Chemistry, Peter J. T. Morris
and Alan Rocke, General Editors, Bloomsbury Pub-
lishing, London and New York, 2022, 6 vol., ISBN
9781474294928, $550.

We are pleased to bring our readers reviews of all six
volumes of the recently published A Cultural History of
Chemistry, edited by Peter J. T. Morris and Alan Rocke
and published by Bloomsbury. This set is part of a larger
Cultural Histories series published by Bloomsbury over
the last couple of decades. Currently the work is available
only as a six-volume set, except for volume 1, which is
available online open access at Bloomsburycollections.
com. It is expected that separate volumes will be avail-
able for purchase in 2023.

What is cultural history? To quote cultural historian
Peter Burke, “The question was asked in public more than
a century ago, in 1897 ... . For better or for worse, it still
awaits a definitive answer.” Burke does not stop there,
though, on page three of a 188-page book titled What is
Cultural History? first published in 2004 and now in its
third edition. The field is marked by a diversity of subjects
and approaches, but their common ground is a focus on
the symbolic aspects of a subject and their interpreta-
tions. Cultural history can also pay special attention to
practices. Yet another interpretation of the term cultural
history is synonymous with social history, one which
concentrates on institutions and other types of society.

So what kind of cultural history have Morris, Rocke,
the volume editors and the chapter authors produced? The
description of the series promises to examine ways in
which chemistry has influenced society, including trade,

warfare and medicine, as well as how chemistry has been
affected by such products of society as technologies,
institutions and cultural beliefs.

A more detailed idea of the scope of the project can
be gleaned from its organization along both temporal
and thematic lines. Each volume is devoted to a different
historical period named in the volume’s title: antiquity,
the middle ages, the early modern age, the eighteenth
century, the nineteenth century and the modern age.
Each volume treats the same eight themes in chapters
bearing the same title (but different subtitles) in each
volume. These are Theory and Concepts, Practice and
Experiment, Laboratories and Technology, Culture and
Science, Society and Environment, Trade and Industry,
Learning and Institutions, and Art and Representation.
Thus the themes span several aspects of the term cultural
history, from symbols to practice to society.

With no further ado, let us proceed to the reviews.
—Editor

Vol 1: A Cultural History of Chemistry in Antiquity,
Marco Beretta, Ed., xii+300 pp

Although no explicit definition of the cultural his-
tory of chemistry is offered by either the authors or the
editor of this volume, nor of the other five volumes of
this series, I infer a far broader swath than, for example,
the history offered by Bernard Jaffe’s Crucibles: The
Story of Chemistry (1) or Aaron lhde’s The Develop-
ment of Modern Chemistry (2). For me, a cultural his-
tory is contextual, taking into account not only specific
events or periods, like Thde’s book, or personalities, like




