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Perspectives

Exhibition 
Is it all in the stars?
Medical practice in Elizabethan 
London was a heady mix of old and 
new. Traditional physicians, still 
steeped in Galenism, tried not very 
successfully to keep things under 
control from their base at the College 
of Physicians. Other perspectives 
challenged them, including advocates 
of chemical medicine, deriving 
from Paracelsus, and astrological 
medicine, with ancient roots—and still 
acceptable even to a few fellows of the 
College. One of the most renowned, if 
controversial, astrological healers was 
Simon Forman (1551–1611). 

Forman practised horary astrology, 
casting a horoscope for the hour the 
patient or questioner arrived at his 
home seeking help. His interpretation 
of the chart was the basis for the advice 
he offered. Most of the people who 
consulted him sought medical aid for 
the kinds of problems we would take 
to a general practitioner today. Born 
in Wiltshire, Forman spent a year at 
Oxford and taught at school briefly, but 
his ambulatory early life ended when he 
settled in London in 1591. His arrival 
coincided with an outbreak of plague 
the next year. When other doctors fled, 
Forman stayed in London. He claimed 
to have caught and cured himself of 
the disease and his medical practice 
flourished. He was notorious for his 
medicine, his magic, and his salacious 
private life, which included sexual 
relations with several female patients. 

When Forman died, his papers 
began their peripatetic afterlife. His 
manuscripts were bequeathed to his 
protégé in astrological medicine, the 
Anglican clergyman Richard Napier 
(1559–1634). After his death, Napier’s 
papers, which included detailed records 
he kept of his patients’ visits, as well as 
those he had inherited from Forman, 
were eventually sold to the acquisitive 
astrologer and alchemical author 
Elias Ashmole who had them bound in 
64 calf-skin volumes. These casebooks 

were part of Ashmole’s gift that formed 
the basis of the Ashmolean Museum at 
the University of Oxford, before their 
subsequent transfer to the university’s 
Bodleian Library. After four centuries, 
however, Forman has come back to 
London. He’s done it in style, but in 
ways undreamed of in his lifetime.

The 64 calf-skin volumes of Forman 
and Napier’s records are at the heart of 
CASEBOOKS: Six Contemporary Artists 
and an Extraordinary Medical Archive, 
an exhibition curated by Michael 
Mazière at London’s Ambika P3. 
CASEBOOKS is experimental. Mazière 
told us that this exhibition offered 
the opportunity to move beyond 
mainstream sciart and engage with 
artists in more fluid ways. Ambika P3 
brings together the Casebooks Project, 
led by historian Lauren Kassell at the 
Department of History and Philosophy 
of Science at the University of 
Cambridge, with the work of six 
international artists—Jasmina Cibic, 

Federico Díaz, Lynn Hershman Leeson, 
Rémy Markowitsch, Lindsay Seers, 
and Tunga—under the guidance of a 
curatorial advisory committee.

Since 2007, Kassell has been in charge 
of a major digitisation project, funded 
by the Wellcome Trust in cooperation 
with the Bodleian Library, that will 
see the 80 000 astrological records 
of Forman and Napier online, in a 
browsable, searchable format. Due to 
conclude in 2018, much is already up 
on the Casebooks Project website and 
the digital platform is available as part 
of the exhibition via two computer 
terminals. A facsimile of one of the 
original casebooks can be handled. 
These offer different ways to explore 
the historical reality of the manuscripts.

As Forman’s reputation and wealth 
grew, he repeatedly fell foul of the 
College of Physicians, who policed 
practice in the city of London. It’s a 
nice irony that today’s Royal College 
of Physicians is housed just down 
the road. If orthodox medicine 
looked askance at astrological 
techniques, there is no doubt that 
the consultations that make up 
the casebooks (representing some 
60 000 individuals) are still a unique 
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“…Forman has come back to 
London. He’s done it in style, 
but in ways undreamed of in 
his lifetime.”

Casebooks: Work Towards an 
Exhibition at Ambika P3 
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For the Casebooks Project: 
A Digital Edition of Simon 
Forman’s and Richard Napier’s 
Medical Records 1596-1634 see 
http://www.magicandmedicine.
hps.cam.ac.ukBo
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and potent resource for what drove 
patients to doctors in the early 
modern period and the appeal of 
heterodox practice. Napier’s country 
practice, beyond the jurisdiction of 
the College, is notable for his use of 
Christian spirituality and astrology 
in the care of patients with mental 
illness. He might prescribe prayer as 
well as an astrologically determined 
purge, combining religion, the stars, 
and familiar Galenical practices.

The casebooks are in themselves 
beguiling objects. From the smell of an 
aged leather binding, the texture of the 
paper, the patterns of the charts, or the 
loop and dash of the handwriting in 
various colours and kinds of ink, there is 
plenty to inspire. The materiality of the 
casebooks is realised most literally in 
Markowitsch’s leather-clad sculpture, 
The Casebooks Calf (2017). The leather 
Calf (actually a well endowed bull) 
stands on a plinth in the centre of the 
gallery. It carries screen printed images 
of the casebooks’ spines from cheek 
to rump, a nod to the foolishness 
inherent in anyone imagining they 
know everything there is to be known. 
Kassell has written about how Forman 
liked to think of himself as a magus. 
Like a good book, the Calf can be read 
on many levels: cattle bones were used 
for medical divination in neolithic 
China; bulls have a long history of 

worship as potent life-forces; the 
constellation of Taurus strides across 
the northern hemisphere’s winter 
sky. The Calf also speaks: a moving 
mouth issues a broken monologue 
bringing the casebook text to life as 
spoken words, perhaps as if one were 
at a consultation. 

The patterns made by Forman 
and Napier’s astrological figures felt 
like a jumping off point for Cibic’s 
hand-printed, politically pertinent 
installation Unforseen Foreseens (2017). 
At scheduled times actors speak as 
they continue to cover the white 
walls of a corridor, designed as a space 
between worlds, just as the astrologers 
moved between earth and the stars. 

Alchemy and transformation were 
great passions of Forman and Napier. 
These pre-chemical pursuits were 
crucial ways of understanding and 
making sense of the world for the 
casebooks’ authors. Such themes 
are beautifully realised in the work 
Eu, Você e a Lua (2015) (Me, You and the 
Moon) by the late Brazilian artist Tunga 
(1952–2016). Although he agreed 
to take part in CASEBOOKS, Tunga 
was too ill to begin a new piece and 
selected this tantalising sculpture from 
his extant oeuvre. It is an incredible 
piece. The dripping tripods with 
their suspended crystals and bottles 
embody the alchemical furnace and its 

transformative powers. This could be 
the search for the philosopher’s stone. 
The shadows cast by the patterned 
glass disks could be distant glimpses of 
Saturn’s rings, which were indistinctly 
seen for the first time in 1610. It wasn’t 
to the heavens that these astrologers 
looked for their information on the 
planets, however, but to printed 
sources on their desks.

Seer’s video installation Mental Metal 
(2017) movingly narrated by the actor 
Michael Byrne, is projected onto three 
small satellite dishes. Her work is as 
much about the creative process as 
its result. Byrne’s own narrative is cut 
seamlessly into the brash reportage 
that appears to come from Forman 
as he describes his sexual adventures. 
Forman used astrology to guide his 
own life decisions and he shaped his 
own identity though these means. 
For him such self-determination 
was a private affair: individuals who 
consulted astrologers had to share 
something of themselves with the 
astrologer. Who we are and what our 
destinies entail are eternal questions. 
We trade something of ourselves 
to find answers, concepts neatly 
exploited by Hershman Leeson’s two 
interactive works, Real Time Botnik 
and Venus of the Anthropocene (2017). 
The nature of human agency in the 
information age is also central to 
Díaz’s contribution BIG LIGHT Space of 
Augmented Suggestion (2017).  

It is a strength of this eclectic show 
that the connections between the 
exhibits and their inspiration are ripe for 
unpacking. There is an intended route 
around the art works, but our advice 
would be to see the art, wonder why, 
and then turn towards the inspiration. 
Perhaps take a second look, certainly 
consult the excellent accompanying 
book Casebooks: Work Towards an 
Exhibition at Ambika P3. “Would Forman 
and Napier have approved?” we asked 
Kassell: “Forman would have loved it, 
he was a showman…Napier…I’m not so 
sure”, she said.

Helen Bynum, Bill Bynum
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