Pierre Perrault, Edmé Mariotte, and
Edmond Halley used quantitative and
experimental methods to prove that the
water we see flowing at the earth’s sur-
face arrived there as rain, that the
earth’s water moves in a closed loop
between earth, ocean, and atmosphere.
The second, beginning with this appli-
cation of what we like to call the scien-
tific method, is one of increasing quan-
tification. Here Biswas’s narrative dis-
solves into a series of isolated develop-
ments, many of them formulas whose
motivation is never clearly delineated,
but the reader perceives that the sci-
ence of hydrology has been largely em-
pirical, developing formulas from data
gathered in the field or laboratory
rather than mathematical solutions to
theoretical problems.

To write about a branch of science
that grew up from a number of dis-
parate inquiries begun at different times
is exceptionally difficult. At the very
least one risks anachronism: the term
“hydrology” dates only from the end
of the 18th century, at which point we
are four-fifths of the way through the
book. Furthermore, like most practi-
tioners who write historical accounts
of their disciplines, Biswas uses positive
accomplishments, in other words what
we believe today, as the touchstone
for his judgments of the past. Thus
he has written that old-fashioned
kind of history (known as Whig his-
tory) which is rapidly becoming out
of date in the history of science as it
has long been in general history. What
one seeks in a historical account is a
narrative in which events unfold in
their own context. Though he knows
how the story comes out, the historian
must write as if the people whose lives
or work he presents had real choices
to make. The recent works of W. E. K.
Middleton in the related field of me-
teorology show how such a genuinely
historical work might look.

Biswas has not provided such a his-
tory. There is almost no discussion of
~ the social or intellectual environments
within which hydrology developed. The
notes to the text are insufficient to lead
the reader to the original passages;
those to the pictures do not make clear
what is original and what is recon-
struction. Yet Biswas has provided
a copiously illustrated guide to the lit-
erature of hydrology, and he has fur-
nished it with a set of references which
shows a command of the sources and
secondary works in many languages.
He has done for hydrology nearly what
Rouse and Ince have done for the re-
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lated subject of hydraulics, and geolo-
gists and engineers will find this book
useful for background. Historians of
science and technology will hope that
Biswas’s foundations in the history of
hydrology can be built upon.

HARoOLD L. BURSTYN
Department of History,
Carnegie-Mellon University,
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvanié
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