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T he Scientists, by Brit-
ish astrophysicist
John Gribbin, takes

a biographical approach to
the science of the past 500-
odd years, from the Renais-
sance to the near present. He
looks at the origins of natural
history—fields of study that
would one day become full-
fledged sciences. Gribbin
then moves quickly to the
lives of Copernicus and his
followers. He addresses the
mystical components in the
work of Brahe and Kepler,
including fascinating details
of personal peccadilloes and
problems with family and
religion—a pattern followed
throughout the book, where
details of the work of individ-
ual scientists and their ideas
(wise or foolish) are woven
into an entertaining biogra-
phical story.

Gribbin’s true heroes in

this story are “the first scien-
tists,” those he believes creat-
ed a revolution in practice
that led to what we call
science—independent obser-
vation, repeatable experimen-
tation, prediction, and test-
ing. This becomes obvious in
his treatment of William
Gilbert and magnetism, and
his attitude to Galileo’s devel-
opments in mechanics and
astronomy.

The book addresses the
core events in the Newtonian
revolution and attempts to
expand the role and reputa-
tion of men such as Robert
Hooke and Edmund Halley,
whose brilliance as scientists
and contributions to the
Newtonian paradigm were
overshadowed by Newton’s
overwhelming success, sour-
ness, political savvy, and per-
sonal longevity. Details of
Newton’s presumed homo-
sexuality and his obsession
with alchemy, Hooke’s physi-
cal deformities, Halley’s
womanizing ways, and the
infighting of these cutthroat
competitors for scientific
prestige are all seasoning to
the pot. 

Gribbin treats the develop-
ment of chemistry in his sec-
tion on “The Enlightenment”
through the lives of Priestley,
Cavendish, Lavoisier, Galvani,
and Volta. He follows with
“The Big Picture,” detailing
many of the key theories in
biology (Darwinism), chem-
istry (atomism), and physics
(relativity and quantum theo-
ry) that helped to put together
a grandly successful and uni-
fying picture of the natural
world. 

In his final section, “Mod-
ern Times,” Gribbin shows
how the vacuum tube led to
most of modern physics,
from radioactivity to quan-
tum electrodynamics. He
then shows how the accept-
ance of Darwinian evolution
led, through developments in
genetics and the discovery of
the double helix, to the bio-
logical conclusion—that “hu-
mankind is nothing special.”
This is the perfect comple-
ment to the earlier Coperni-
can concept, that “the Earth
is nothing special.”

Gribbin has a scientist’s
view of the history of science.
It is not based on profound
sociological or psychological
models, but rather takes an
instrumentalist view, and one
of science as a community, as

detailed in his introduction:
“Scientific progress builds
step by step. . . . When the
time is ripe, two or more
individuals may make the
next step independently of
one another. . . . What is
much more important than
human genius is the develop-
ment of technology, and it is
no surprise that the scientific
revolution ‘coincides’ with
the development of the tele-
scope and the microscope.”
This explains Gribbin’s focus
on the “greatest inventors.”
Science was born not
through their genius but
through their products. The
community of scientists
could then build upon these
tools and techniques.

In his book, Gribbin
demonstrates how many of
these (mostly) men were the
greatest inventors of the sci-
entific instruments and theo-
ries of their time, while at the
same time participating in the
very process of “inventing”
science itself—defining how
science should be done on a
foundation of rationality and
experimentation.

This book was first pub-
lished in Britain and will
appeal to a general audience
attracted to the history of sci-
ence, if not to the nitty-gritty
of science itself. Professional
scientists will be attracted to
the passion of Gribbin as a
scientist-author for his sub-
ject. Gribbin is also the au-
thor of In Search of Shröd-
inger’s Cat: Quantum Physics
and Reality, and Almost Every-
one’s Guide to Science: The
Universe, Life and Everything.

Mark S. Lesney ◆

Napoleon’s Buttons: How
17 Molecules Changed
History P. Le Couteur and
J. Burreson. Jeremy P. Tarcher,
2003

Einstein’s Clocks, Poincaré’s
Maps: Empires of Time
P. L. Galison. W. W. Norton &
Co., 2003

The Ingredients: A Guided
Tour of the Elements
P. Ball. Oxford University
Press, 2003

Mendeleyev’s Dream: The
Quest for the Elements
P. Strathern. Berkeley Publish-
ing Group, 2002

The Road to Stockholm:
Nobel Prizes, Science, and
Scientists I. Hargittai. Oxford
University Press, 2002

More for the Shelf


