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THE MURDER BEHIND THE

SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTION

 JOHANNES KEPLER WAS ONE OF HISTORY’S GREATEST ASTRONOMERS. HE TRANSFORMED MAN’S UNDERSTANDING OF THE UNIVERSE, FROM THE ANCIENT model of planets moving in uniform circular motion to the dynamic heavens we know today. With his revolutionary three laws of planetary motion, Kepler laid the groundwork for Newton’s universal law of gravitation, and set physics on the course of discovery it follows to the present time. Isaac Newton said, “If I have been able to see farther, it is because I stood on the shoulders of giants.” One of the giants was Johannes Kepler.

Yet if it hadn’t been for Tycho Brahe, Kepler would be a mere footnote in today’s science books. Brahe was the most famous astronomer of his era, one of the first great, systematic empirical thinkers, and a founder of the modern scientific method. In Uraniborg, his castle on the island of Hven, Denmark, and later as the imperial mathematician to the Holy Roman Emperor in Prague, Brahe recorded over forty years of naked-eye observations of the planets and the stars with ingenious instruments of his own invention. Those observations were so extraordinarily precise it would take over a century until the telescope could surpass them in accuracy. It was this treasure of observational data that would overturn a thousand years of Ptolemaic theory and shatter the crystalline spheres that were thought to keep the planets in place. And it was this treasure that enabled Kepler to unlock the mystery of the heavens.

The eighteen months at the dawn of the seventeenth century when these two men worked and lived together in Prague would mark the transition from medieval to modern science, but theirs was one of the most emotionally fraught and contentious collaborations in scientific history. Indeed, apart from their genius and love of astronomy, the two could hardly have been more different.

Brahe came from the upper tier of Danish nobility. Kepler grew up poor, the neglected and abused son of a family of German tradespeople in rapid decline, and only his brilliance enabled him to escape a life of destitution. Brahe was a robust, swashbuckling extrovert, with an enormous appetite for food, wine, and life in general. Kings, queens, noblemen, and scholars from across Europe flocked to Hven to view with awe the astronomical research institute he had built there. Kepler was meager and frail; he suffered his whole life from ailments of all kinds and he preferred solitude to joyful gatherings.

Brahe was a fervent empirical thinker who devoted his life to mapping the heavens. Kepler, too nearsighted to make his own observations, was an endless font of theory and speculation, much of it highly mystical and misguided, some of it breathtakingly brilliant.

But Kepler’s brilliant mind had a dark side that was tormented by rage, fear, and jealousy—and obsessed with the desire to possess Tycho Brahe’s massive store of planetary observations as his own. It was only after Brahe’s death that Kepler’s monumental rise to fame would begin.

For four hundred years it was believed that Tycho Brahe died of natural causes. In fact, recent forensic analysis of remnants of his hair reveals that he was murdered, systematically poisoned. And all the answers as to motive, means, and opportunity point directly to one suspect: Johannes Kepler.
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CHAPTER 1

THE FUNERAL

THE CROWDS OF PRAGUE CITIZENS SO THRONGED THE STREETS THAT IT WAS AS IF THE FUNERAL PROCESSION WERE MAKING ITS WAY BETWEEN TWO solid walls of humanity. The coffin, cloaked in black velvet upon which the Brahe coat of arms had been lavishly embroidered in gold, was borne aloft by twelve imperial officials, all noblemen. Inside, Tycho Brahe’s body was laid out in knightly regalia, his sword at his side.

Three men led the procession, two holding candles high, the third a flowing flag of black damask. They were followed by Brahe’s favorite horse, draped from head to tail in black cloth, all emblazoned in golden heraldry. Another flag bearer followed, and a second sepulchral horse, covered in black; then a man carrying a pair of gilt spurs, another carrying Brahe’s helmet, festooned with feathers, a third the Brahe shield and escutcheon. Behind the coffin walked Brahe’s youngest son, accompanied on either side by Brahe’s beloved cousin, Eric Brahe, and Brahe’s friend and dinner companion the night he first fell ill, Baron Ernfried von Minckwitz, in long mourning dress. Imperial counselors and Bohemian nobles came next, trailed by Brahe’s assistants and servants.

Brahe’s wife, Kirsten, followed, escorted by two distinguished royal judges, her three daughters in train, each attended by two noble gentlemen. Bringing up the rear were many “stately women” and after them the most exalted members of Prague’s high society.

On November 4, 1601, the line of mourners made its way beneath the imposing black spires of the Teyn Church and through the mass of onlookers who filled the interior. Nobles and commoners alike jostled to catch a last glimpse and pay their respects to the almost mythic figure whose casket lay before them. The family took their seats in chairs draped in black English cloth, and Brahe’s close friend Johannes Jessenius of Jessen ascended the steps before them to deliver his funeral oration.

“You see before your eyes,” he said, “this great man, the restorer of astronomy, lying dead, indiscriminately cut down by fate.” He spoke of Brahe’s martial ancestors and noble lineage, the glory of his work and life in Denmark, and the unparalleled patronage of the Danish king Frederick II. He lauded his scientific achievements and, as might be expected in a funeral oration, the excellence of his character: his kindness to strangers, his hospitality and generosity to the poor, and the depth of his religious belief. Jessenius spoke from his own experience when he described his friend as a “man of easy fellowship,” someone who “did not hold anger and offense, but was ever ready to forgive.”

In the forthright manner of the age, however, Jessenius also made extended reference to more unpleasant occurrences that probably would be passed over in our euphemistic times: the youthful duel that had disfigured Brahe’s face, his forced exile from Denmark, and the plagiarism of his Tychonic system of the planets by a man who called himself Ursus. Jessenius described in disconsolate detail the house of mourning he arrived at shortly after Brahe’s “sudden and unexpected” death, and took the opportunity, in front of the assembled members of Prague nobility and high society, to clarify the status of Brahe’s unparalleled treasure of celestial observations, which he had “earnestly entrusted to his heirs, even while breathing his last,” but which were still—Jessenius pointedly remarked—in the possession of “Master John Kepler, within whose hands all these have remained so far.” After Brahe’s death, Kepler had left the house where he had served the last eighteen months as the famous astronomer’s assistant. In Kepler’s luggage were Brahe’s massive logbooks, the record of forty years of meticulous labor.

Jessenius also dwelt at some length on Brahe’s fatal illness. On the night of October 13, 1601, Brahe had attended a banquet and, although he had experienced no symptoms beforehand, grew increasingly ill during the course of the evening. By the time he reached home, he collapsed in bed with a raging fever, his body wracked by excruciating pain. For almost a week he endured terrible agony, relieved only intermittently by a light delirium. Toward the end of that time, however, his fabled hardy constitution seemed to have pulled him through the worst. He appeared to be regaining his health. It was then that Brahe had declared that his observations should be entrusted to his family. The morning after this announcement, on October 24, 1601, he was found dead.

Immediately following Brahe’s death, rumors flew across Europe that he had been poisoned. Brahe, at fifty-four, was still strong and healthy. There had been no previous symptoms. His death seemed too sudden. The rumors spread across Germany and as far afield as Norway, where the bishop of Bergen, Andreas Foss, wrote to Brahe’s old assistant and trusted companion Longomontanus: “I would like to know whether you have particular knowledge about Tycho Brahe, because recently an unpleasant rumor has developed, namely that he died, but not a usual death. . . . Alas, that this rumor may be wrong. God have mercy on us.” In a similar vein, the prominent astrologer Georg Rollenhagen wrote not long after from Germany of his conviction that Brahe had been poisoned, as in so “vigorous a body [as Brahe’s] so drastic an effect cannot possibly result from the retention of urine, before a climacteric year.” Rollenhagen’s reasoning was characteristically astrological, and thus might merit little credence in itself, but Brahe’s physical strength—what Jessenius describes in the eulogy as his “firm and virile body”—was well known. The idea that someone so comparatively young and in such good health should suddenly succumb to a seemingly trifling illness no doubt fueled the speculation that he had been killed by an enemy. (While average longevity was comparatively low in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, this was in large part due to the appallingly high infant and child mortality rates. Those who lived into adulthood stood reasonably good odds of achieving a ripe old age.)

In time, however, the rumors quieted down, in large part because there was no obvious culprit and because, given the medical knowledge at the time, the diagnosis of his illness appeared plausible: during the banquet, Brahe had held his urine too long, injuring his bladder and making him unable to urinate. Over the next four centuries, different explanations would be advanced. At first it was assumed that he died of a burst bladder; as medical knowledge developed, the more likely diagnosis was that he succumbed to a case of acute uremia—in which the kidneys are no longer able to filter out toxins naturally occurring in the blood—probably brought on by an enlarged prostate or other obstruction of the urinary tract.

In 1991, however, forensic analysis of a hair sample taken from Brahe’s disinterred remains yielded a startling result. During the same time period in which the allegedly fatal dinner party took place, Brahe ingested something not on the menu: a massive dose of mercury that left deposits in his hair one hundred times above normal levels—enough to bring even the healthiest individual to death’s door, if not all the way through it. Five years after the first hair analysis, a second study showed a dramatic mercury spike occurring thirteen hours before Tycho’s death, or about nine o’clock on the evening before.

Two independent analyses leading to a single conclusion: Tycho Brahe died of mercury poisoning. His death was no accident: Tycho Brahe was murdered.
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CHAPTER 2

A TRANSCRIPT OF

ANGUISH

MY CONCEPTION WAS TRACKED DOWN,” THE TWENTY-SIX-YEAR-OLD JOHANNES KEPLER NOTED IN HIS ASTROLOGICAL DIARY: “MAY 16, 1571, at 4:37 in the afternoon.”

Kepler doesn’t tell us what astrological calculations he employed to determine the moment of his conception with such precision, but the timing was important. His parents had been wed the day before, May 15, and he wished to allay any suspicion that he had been conceived out of wedlock. Kepler, who came into the world on December 27, 1571, a little over seven months after the wedding, concluded instead that he had been born prematurely, after precisely 224 days and ten hours in the womb, a deduction backed up by the planetary configurations at the time: “With the sun and moon in Gemini, five eastern planets signified a boy,” while Mercury ensured that he “might have a weak and speedy birth.”

We know these details because they are contained in the yearly horoscopes Kepler began to cast for himself in 1597, at the age of twenty-six, a practice he continued until 1628; two years before his death. His belief in astrology was not unusual for his time; in many universities, astrology was taught in tandem with astronomy as one of the seven classical liberal arts (the others being grammar, dialectic, rhetoric, geometry, arithmetic, and music). Throughout much of his career as an astronomer Kepler would supplement his income by drawing up astrological charts for various officials—including, later in life, Rudolf II, the Holy Roman Emperor—that predicted everything from the weather to the outcomes of military campaigns. While he would often voice his skepticism about such detailed prognostications, he never lost his faith in the power of the planetary “aspects”—the planets’ geometrical relation to one another against the background constellations—to shape a person’s character and fate during crucial life events such as conception, birth, and marriage and even to determine the time of one’s death.

In his midtwenties Kepler began a retrospective project to plot the astrological birth charts for himself and immediate relations in an attempt to understand the comingled fates that forged his personality. His often cryptic notes, accompanied by brief thumbnail sketches of his various family members describing their characters, circumstances, and as often as not the bad ends they came to, provide most of the information we have about his childhood. As seen through his eyes, the family portrait is one of almost unremitting damage, both physical and psychological, of violence and antisocial behavior running in a broad streak from one generation to the next.

Kepler was born in his grandfather’s house in the imperial city of Weil der Stadt, whose one thousand or so inhabitants were mostly peasants and craftsmen. Located on the northern edge of the Black Forest in what is now southwestern Germany, it was part of the patchwork of free cities, principalities, and duchies that constituted the Holy Roman Empire. The Keplers appear to have had a legitimate claim to nobility in the distant past, but by the time Johannes came along, the family had been on the decline for several generations.

The patriarch of the family, Grandfather Sebald, Kepler remembers as “arrogant” with a “haughty distinction in apparel. . . . His face revealed that he had been hot-tempered, headstrong, lustful. The face was bushy and fleshy, his beard implied much authority. He was eloquent for an uneducated man. . . . From his 87th year his reputation began to be diminished with his wealth.”

While physically abusive to his family, Sebald was apparently well enough regarded by his fellow townspeople to serve for many years as the mayor of Weil, where he also plied his trade as a publican, or tavern keeper, and a buyer and seller of paper, cloth, and other articles. At the age of twenty-nine, he took a wife, Katharina, whose good qualities, in Kepler’s memory, were far outmatched by bad ones: “She is very restless, clever, a liar, but studious about religion, graceful, of fiery nature.” Kepler goes on to describe his grandmother as an instigator who was always looking for trouble, “jealous, blazing with hatred, violent, mindful of injuries.”

To this couple, eleven children were born. The first three died within a few years of their birth. Heinrich, Johannes’s father, the fourth-born, was the first to survive into adulthood. Kepler recounts the fates of his other aunts and uncles in order. The fifth child was Kunigunde: “The site of the moon could not have been worse. She died, the mother of many children, killed as they thought by poison.” Of the sixth, Kepler notes only her birth date and states that she died, most likely in infancy.

The seventh child, and biggest troublemaker, was Sebaldus, whom Kepler calls a “Magus,” or practitioner of black magic. This uncle “led a very impure life,” passing himself off as either Catholic or Protestant according to what was most advantageous in the circumstances. Despite being infected with “the Gallic disease,” most likely syphilis, he married a rich noblewoman with many children. He was “a criminal and hateful to his citizens,” ending up “wandering France and Italy in extreme poverty.” The eighth child was named Katharina, like her mother. She married well but “lived extravagantly, squandering her money,” and also fell into poverty. Of the last three, two seem to have died in infancy. Of Uncle Friedrich, Kepler simply notes: “He went away to Essen.”

It is Kepler’s father, however, whom he remembers as the most brutal of all: “Saturn in trine with Mars . . . brought about a man wicked, abrupt, contentious and led to an evil death. Venus and Mercury increased the malice. Jupiter in fiery descension made him a poor man, but nevertheless he married a rich wife.” Saturn in the seventh house led him to study gunnery. Kepler recalls that his father had “many enemies and a contentious marriage. Jupiter with the sun badly placed brought falseness, a vain love of honors, and futile hopes about them, a wanderer, . . . he fell into danger of hanging. . . . An exploding earthen vessel of gunpowder with a fracture tore Father’s face to pieces.” He treated Kepler’s mother “very harshly and finally went into exile to die.”

Heinrich wasn’t the only one to treat his wife harshly. Both were still living in the home of Heinrich’s parents, and Kepler believes that it was only through her stubbornness that his mother was able to withstand the “inhumanity” of her parents-in-law, who beat her so severely when she was pregnant with her last child, Christopher, that she almost died.

In 1574, when Kepler was two years old, Heinrich left his wife and two children (a second son, named Heinrich after his father, had been born in the interim) to fight as a mercenary on the Catholic side against the Calvinist uprising in the Netherlands, though the Keplers themselves were Lutherans. Kepler’s mother followed a year later, after surviving a bout of the plague, to join up with her husband and his mercenary army, handing over the care of her sons to their hot-tempered grandfather and violent grandmother.

When Johannes, at the age of three and a half, came down with smallpox, his grandmother bound his hands so tightly in bandages—to prevent the child from scratching—that they appear never to have regained full function. Kepler remembers how he was “almost killed off” by smallpox and “and then harshly treated, even almost maimed in respect to hands.” In later years he would refer to his handwriting as “knotty” or “tricky.” The pox spread to Kepler’s eyes, where it left permanent scars, producing multiple vision in one eye and leaving both badly nearsighted, what Kepler described as “by sight stupid.” For the future astronomer who would one day revolutionize our understanding of the universe, the heavens would ever after be an indistinct mass of hazy stars before which multiple moons danced in imperfect outline.

Whether as a result of smallpox, the frailty of his constitution, or the psychological trauma of his early years, Kepler would suffer the rest of his life from an extraordinary variety of physical maladies. He was prone to frequent attacks of fever and headaches. His eyes were constantly inflamed, his skin subject to rashes and parasitic infections. Recurrent stomach ulcers and liver ailments forced him onto a strict, sparse diet and generally made him forswear wine. The water he drank instead no doubt contributed to his gastrointestinal problems, as it was surely contaminated with any number of bacterial and viral agents. Kepler would later describe his appearance as “frail, sapless, and meager.”

Upon his parents’ return from the Netherlands, Kepler’s father was obliged to move the family from Weil—where their fellow Protestants would not have looked too kindly on Heinrich’s fighting for the Catholic cause—and take up residence in nearby Leonberg. Heinrich didn’t stay long, as he was soon back in the Netherlands, where he barely escaped being hanged. It was probably during this foray as well that his face was mangled by an exploding vessel of gunpowder. Home again, he used his wife’s inheritance to buy a farm, which was not enough to sustain the family. Heinrich then tried his hand as an innkeeper, but the family fared no better. In one obscurely recorded act of rage, Heinrich seriously injured himself, taking out his frustration, as was his custom, in beating Kepler’s mother. After that he abandoned his family. It’s thought that he found employment as a mercenary once again, fighting with the Neapolitan navy. He survived that experience but sometime later died “an evil death,” from what cause it is not known, without ever again returning home.

Kepler records two distinct memories for 1577, when he was turning six. “On my birthday of this year,” he remembers, “I lost a tooth, broken off by a cord, which I snatched with my hands.” The other was his first dramatic encounter with the universe whose study would become his life’s work. His mother led him up a high hill to see what was then the most spectacular sight in the night sky: a comet with a head burning as bright as Venus and a tail blazing twenty degrees across the sky. Biographers record this experience as possibly the one happy moment in a childhood full of tribulation, but it’s more probable that the spectacle would only have filled the small child with apprehension, if not outright terror. Even among the educated elite, many saw the comet as a bad omen. For the inhabitants of Leonberg, the belief was probably universal. Across the continent, printed broadsides and fliers appeared foretelling the terrible disasters that would follow in the comet’s wake as God’s punishment for the sins of his people on earth.

It’s doubtful that the young Kepler’s guide on this nocturnal outing would have allayed his fears. Kepler notes of his mother simply that she was born Katharina Guldenman and adds, “She is small, thin, brown, talkative, contentious, of bad mind.” While her father had been a chief magistrate and a well-to-do publican, her mother had died young, and the little girl’s upbringing had been largely entrusted to her aunt, one Renate Streicher, who had been convicted of witchcraft and burned at the stake. It was from Renate that Kepler’s mother learned how to concoct potions and herbal remedies, a skill she relied on to support her family with her husband gone.

In subsequent years, her potion making and her habit of poking her nose in where she was not wanted would lead to her own prosecution for witchcraft and bring her perilously close to the stake. Only the timely intercession of her son, by then fully grown and at the height of his fame, would spare her. While that would be well in the future, it’s clear that in 1577, the year of the ominous comet, the family was already living on the fringes of society.

That autumn, Kepler began his schooling. His budding intelligence must have been apparent to his teachers even then, for he was soon transferred to one of the Latin schools set up by the Protestant authorities after the Reformation to prepare students for training in the ministry and civil service. His early schooling dragged out a year longer than usual, as his parents, despite his ill health and frail constitution, took him away from his studies for long periods of time to work on the farm. In 1583, he traveled to Stuttgart, where he passed the feared examination that determined which boys would go on to seminary. In October of the next year the twelve-year-old Kepler set off as a scholarship student for the “lower” monastery school of Adelberg. His spirits may well have lifted at the thought of escaping his tormented home life. In fact, he would simply be exchanging one hell for another.

Life in the monastery schools was spartan and strictly regulated. Instruction was given primarily in Latin, which was also the language in which the young pupils were expected to write and converse with one another. The day began at 4:00 a.m. in the summer and 5:00 in the winter, with every hour devoted to studies or religious observance. Food was served twice a day, at 10:00 in the morning and 5:00 at night, the portions meager, as the authorities were of the opinion that “a full stomach doesn’t like to learn.” Students were not allowed to speak to workers on the school grounds, and all wore the identical uniform: a monk’s cowl, cut long and full so the young boys would have plenty of room to grow into them. One pair of trousers, a waisted jacket, three pairs of shoes, bed linen, a Latin Bible, ink, and paper were also provided.

Punishment was routine and severe. Transgressions such as taking the Lord’s name in vain would land a student in the monastery dungeon, where he would be fed only bread and water for the duration of his sentence. More serious or continuing infractions would incur a beating by the preceptor with a birch rod, which he readily employed. Not only was snitching on one another encouraged among the students, it was the rule. If a student failed to report an offense about which he had knowledge, he was subject to the same punishment as the original malefactor. A regular listing of the students by rank contributed to the climate of backbiting, rivalry, and envy.

Kepler was thoroughly miserable. In his horoscope he notes of the years 1585–86, when he was fourteen: “Through these two years I worked always with continuous skin ailments, often harsh sores, often badly medicated, long-lasting recurrences of deep-rotting wounds of the feet. On the middle finger of my right hand I had a worm [ringworm], on the left a huge ulcer.” In November, he moved to the upper school at Maulbronn, but things only got worse. “By January and February 1586, I was almost exhausted, having endured harsh conditions and worries. The cause being my ill repute and the hatred of peers whom I was driven by fear to denounce [to the school authorities].”

Such passages predominate in the later part of the horoscope, only to be elaborated in even greater detail in what has come to be known as the Self-Analysis, autobiographical notes that carry the narrative of his life on through the seminary at Tübingen and into the years immediately after. Like the horoscope, the Self-Analysis is an attempt to understand the influences of planetary configurations in molding character, though here he trains the harsh light of his analytic mind solely on himself, often with equally unflattering results. It is a remarkable document, at times reading like Dostoyevsky in its unforgiving introspection. But this was a purely private enterprise that he never intended to be made public or to be seen by any eyes other than his own, a personal audit of his strengths and faults—with an emphasis on the faults—that opens a unique window not just on Kepler’s childhood but on the young adult he was coming to be.

While Kepler excelled academically—generally ranking near the top of his class—his account of his schooling is dominated by two things: the wide variety of physical ailments that seemed to flare up at times of extreme stress and extensive tales of tangled, broken friendships and the outright enmities that resulted. One long section opens with Kepler referring to himself, as he often did, in the third person: “From the beginning of his life this man had many enemies. The first whom I remember was Holp.” Recording only his “most lasting enemies,” Kepler proceeds to name twenty-three people:



Between Holp and me there was a secret contest. . . . He hated me openly, got into a fistfight with me twice, once in Leonberg and once in Maulbronn. . . . Molitor secretly had the same reason for his dislike, but he used a legal pretense. I once told on him and Wieland. . . . My foolishness of habits and playing around turned Braunbaum from a friend of mine into an enemy and my habits disgusted both Braunbaum and me. . . . Huldenreich was alienated at the beginning by broken trust and my thoughtless reproaches. I accepted the dislike of Seiffert, because the rest disliked him too, and I challenged him, although he had not provoked me by any wrongdoing. . . . I have often aroused the whole world against me through my own fault: in Adelberg it was my treachery. . . . Lendlin I alienated by tactless writings, Spangenberg, by my temerity in correcting him when he was my teacher. Kleber was overwhelmed by a false suspicion of me so that he hated me as a rival even though he had earlier loved me at great expense. From this came my impudence and his crabbiness. That’s why he often rushed at me, threatening to beat me up. Praise of my natural ability infuriated Rebstock . . . to the extent that he hurled abuse at my father. When I set out to revenge myself on an older [student], I got hit. Husel hostilely opposed my progress as well. There was no wrongdoing against them on my part. Between Dauber and me, nearly equals, there was secret jealous rivalry. But he was more inclined to become hurtful. Lorhard did not socialize with me. I tried to emulate him, but neither he nor anybody else knew that. When Dauber, whom he liked more, finally got ranked right after me he [Lorhard] started to hate me and harmed me.



Even this does not complete the full roster of Kepler’s enemies. As the classes in these schools were fairly small—Adelberg, for instance, had only twenty-five students in attendance—it seems that Kepler managed in the course of his school career to alienate a sizeable portion of the student body. Jealousy of Kepler’s academic achievements may have played a part, but Kepler himself is conscious of his role as instigator since, after listing all his foes, he notes of himself: “This is why his mind is kept busy with plotting against his enemies. Where [does the animosity come] from? . . . On my side wrath, intolerance of bores, shameless love of jibing and teasing, finally a brazen obsession with criticizing, since there is nobody I do not criticize.” Not to mention his overzealous habit of denouncing his fellow students, no doubt landing them in the dungeon or delivering them to the preceptor’s birch rod.

There is another, deeper emotional undercurrent hinted at in his relationship with two students in particular, at least one of whom he appears to have been intimate with in some way. For the year 1591, Kepler records this cryptic account: “Cold led to production of eczema. When Venus came through the seventh house, I was won over to Ortolph. When Venus returned, I declared it, . . . I labored smitten with love. 26 April, the beginning of love.” Later he recounts that with Ortolph “there was a great quarrel. . . . He considered separation, but by the time of my return wanted to be won back.” Soon after, he states: “Ortolph hates me, as I hate Köllin.”

Köllin, Kepler continues, “made constant demands on me from the beginning of our relationship. Indeed, I was never eager to do evil to him, but I hated his close association. The cause was just because, so far as it was affection more than love, it was pure and contaminated with no shame or disgrace. I never had any struggle so fierce.” But while he resisted Köllin’s advances, his falling out with Ortolph seems to have left a lasting regret, as he mentions him twice, in both the horoscope and the Self-Analysis.

Kepler’s relationship with Ortolph may or may not have been physically consummated. The Latin word Kepler uses in the passage above, amacitia, can mean “friendship” as well as “love,” though the language with which he describes that relationship, and its bad end, suggests more a lover’s quarrel than a falling out among friends. It would hardly be surprising to find sexual activity among adolescents in an all-male boarding school. What’s particularly tragic about the passage, however, is that the relationship with Ortolph, truncated as it was, appears to have been the only positive connection Kepler had with any of his peers in all his years in school.

But the Self-Analysis is more than a list of failed relationships. It is Kepler’s searching examination of the personality that made those relationships so difficult to sustain. While Kepler himself looked largely to astrological forces—most of which are here elided—there were other influences. For here the major childhood themes of violence and abandonment depicted in the horoscope reappear in internalized form, woven into the character and personality they forcefully shaped.

Most striking is the bitter self-loathing that permeates the portrait he draws of himself, most wrenchingly in a long passage (again in the third person) where he compares himself to a dog, a theme he would return to throughout his life:



That man has in every way a doglike nature. He is just like a pampered little lap dog. 1. His body is agile, wiry, and well-proportioned. Even the food is the same for both: he likes gnawing on bones and chewing on dry crusts. He is voracious, without discrimination. As soon as something catches his eye, he snatches it. He drinks little. He is content with even the cheapest [food]. 2. His morals are very similar to a dog’s. First, he continually ingratiates himself with his superiors (like a tame dog with his owners). He is dependent on others for everything; he ministers to them, does not get angry when they scold him, but in every way studies how to get back into favor. He probes everything in education, public affairs, and private ones, even the lowest undertakings. . . . He is impatient in conversation, and those who come to the house frequently he greets as a dog would. The instant somebody snatches even the smallest thing away from him, he growls, flares up, like a dog. He is tenacious; he persecutes everybody who acts badly, that is, he barks at them. He bites, is quick with sharp derisions. Therefore he is hateful to most people and is avoided by them, but his superiors hold him dear, much like owners hold a good dog. He shudders at baths, medicinal dips and lotions, just like a dog. Utmost and unbridled recklessness is in him, of course from Mars in quadrature with Mercury, in trine with the moon.



Not surprisingly, Kepler’s loathing is also directed outward, in a constant boiling anger that he tries, mostly unsuccessfully, to contain: “Mars means a constant, penetrating, and persistent force, . . . a rage-provoking force. . . . If Mars influences Mercury, as in my case, he restrains too little. Therefore it incites the personality and drives him to anger, . . . to contradicting, to assailing others, to attacking all authority, to critical habits. For it is noteworthy that whatever that man did in his studies, he is likely to do in general human interaction—to assail, to insult, to challenge the evil habits of every man.”

This would be the perpetual seesaw of Kepler’s personality, between extremes of self-abasement and compensating anger. It’s a wonder that in the midst of such an emotional maelstrom the young student’s intellect would have a chance to manifest itself, but manifest it did, even flourish.

From Maulbronn Kepler went on to the theological seminary at Tübingen, which trained its students for the Lutheran priesthood. Before their theological studies began, however, they were required to do two years of rigorous work in the liberal arts, including ethics, dialectics, rhetoric, Greek, Hebrew, physics, and astronomy (which comprised astrology). Kepler excelled, to the extent that he received a special stipend of twenty gulden (as opposed to the normal six), and he came in second on the examination leading to the three-year theological program. Renewing his special scholarship, the Tübingen Senate—the administrative body of the university—wrote of Kepler that he had “such a superior and magnificent mind that something special may be expected of him someday.”

Of all his teachers, he became particularly attached to the then widely respected astronomer Michael Mästlin and the Copernican theories he taught to his brightest pupils. “I was so very delighted by Copernicus, whom my teacher very often mentioned in his lectures,” Kepler would later write in his first major astronomical work, The Cosmic Mystery, “that I not only repeatedly advocated his views in the disputations of the candidates, but also made a careful disputation about the thesis that the first motion [the revolution in the heavens of the fixed stars] results from the rotation of the earth. I already set to work to ascribe to the earth on physical, or if one prefers, metaphysical grounds, the motion of the sun, as Copernicus does on mathematical grounds.”

In an extraordinary feat of imaginative projection, Kepler also wrote a disputation on how the motion of the heavenly bodies would look from the vantage point of one standing on the moon, and to assist his astronomical investigations he would often formulate “new” mathematical theorems that he would later find out, somewhat to his annoyance, had already been discovered, though they were not taught in the school’s curriculum.

His mind was extraordinarily fertile and seems never to have stopped probing, analyzing, testing ideas. Only in the passages in which he lists his intellectual explorations does one detect not only the confidence so sorely lacking elsewhere in the Self-Analysis but even a certain joy. He describes the innumerable subjects that caught his imagination:



In boyhood he had attempted the handling of poetic meters far beyond his years. He tried to write comedies. He chose the very longest psalms, which he learned by heart. . . . In the beginning he labored on acrostics, griphs, and anagrams; after he was able to despise the worth of these because of his developing judgment, he attempted varied and very difficult forms of lyric poetry. . . . He delighted in riddles and sought the most satirical witty remarks. He played with allegories so that he might follow the most minute points and draw in tiny details. . . . In questions of writing he liked to compose paradoxes. . . . He loved mathematics better than all his other studies. In philosophy he read Aristotle in the original. . . . In history he explained the weeks of Daniel in a different way. He wrote a new history of the Assyrian empire and studied the Roman calendar.



There was, it would seem, a certain manic quality underlying Kepler’s intellectual pursuits. “[A] thousand things come to his mind at the same time,” he writes. “Thoughts enter his mind faster than he can think them through.” Even so, one senses that it was only here, in the realm of the intellect, that he could escape the emotional demons that haunted him and find contentment, an unaccustomed peace from the tumult of his personal life.
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