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Editorial
I

Who makes up the history of science commu-
nity? How do we interact with other commu-
nities? This pair of questions forms the theme 
for issue 97 of Viewpoint, newly rebranded as 
the BSHS magazine.

Our feature article reveals the responses 
(both verbal and visual) to Aileen Fyfe’s 
survey into the history of science commu-
nity she conducted last year. We also hear 
several perspectives on interacting with a 
range of communities, and ‘the public’.

Two BSHS grant reports also touch on 
the theme: detailing how the Off Sick 
project brought together the Welsh poetic 
and medical communities; and what Fran-
cis Galton made of a supposedly innumer-
ate African community.

We have a report from the recent Post-
graduate Conference, which welcomes 
new members of the BSHS community; 
and a selection of ‘top tweets’ from the 
event shows how new social media can 
provide a running commentary on events. 
There are reviews of theatre and televi-
sion productions, and Mick Worboys is our 
interviewee on page 14.

Contributions to the next issue should 
be sent to newsletter@bshs.org.uk by 15th 
April 2012.

Melanie Keene, Editor

Who are we?
Last summer Aileen Fyfe set out to survey the history of science 
community. Here’s what she found out...

“I often feel like a chameleon”

Last summer over a hundred British historians 
of science took part in an online survey that 
sought  to investigate the nature of the con-

temporary profession of the history of science 
in Britain. Delegates to the BSHS Exeter confer-
ence may also have fond memories of the 

Aileen Fyfe & Emily Crouch on the nature of historians of science

An inspired representation of all the clichés 
of relationships between historians of science 
and their colleagues in cognate disciplines. 
The survey responses hint at experiences 
of isolation and marginality which justify (or 
maintain?) these stereotypes.
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follow-up exercises intended to get a better 
sense of how historians of science character-
ised their discipline and community.  Here, 
we offer a short digest of some of the more 
striking findings. Aileen Fyfe is writing up the 
research much more fully for publication in a 
journal devoted to higher education research.

The survey respondents were of necessity 
self-selecting: they all claimed to be willing to 
answer ‘yes’ to the question: ‘Are you an histo-
rian of science, technology or medicine, based 
in a UK higher education institution?’ 117 peo-
ple began the survey, and there were between 
80 and 100 answers to most questions.  The 
sample was 60:40 male:female; almost a third 
were under 35 years of age, while another fifth 
were over 65 years.

From specialist training to
generalist departments?

One particularly notable result was the range 
of disciplines mentioned, in terms of post-
graduate training and current institutional 
location. 41% of respondents held a PhD in 
a field they described as ‘history of science’, 
and a further 13% had a doctorate in HPS. Of 
the rest, 25% had doctorates in other arts, hu-
manities or social science disciplines; and 11% 
held science or mathematics PhDs. Strikingly, 
although over half the sample had HoS or HPS 

doctorates, only 26% were currently based 
in HoS or HPS units. This supports anecdotal 
evidence of historians of science having to 
find jobs outside the field. Unsurprisingly, the 
largest number of them (a further 26%) were 
in History departments; 8% were in Philoso-
phy, reflecting the location of several HPS 
units; but there were also small but significant 
groupings in Geography, English Literature 
and Classics departments.

The role of the discipline

This varied demographic yielded a wide spec-
trum of opinions, but there was widespread 
consensus that the history of science has a 
unique and valuable interdisciplinary role, 
‘engaging with academics and students across 
the science/humanities divide’. The problem 
with interdisciplinarity, on a pragmatic level, 
is about where history of science fits within 
the university structures. Few suggested that 
more history of science departments should 
be created, but there was little consensus 
about where historians of science should 
ideally be located, nor whom they should 
consider their primary audience. Proposals 
that a history of science module should be 
compulsory for science undergraduates were 
balanced by proposals for compulsory mod-
ules within undergraduate history courses.

Challenges and Opportunities

Just over a quarter (28%) of respondents felt 
that there were no particular challenges fac-
ing historians of science, over and above the 
hazards facing all university academics. Others 
felt that lack of funding and uncertainty about 
job prospects (because of a perceived narrow 
skill set) were problematic consequences of 
‘interdisciplinarity’. Other respondents sang 
the praises of interdisciplinary conversations, 
and saw funding opportunities.

The second biggest set of responses to 
the ‘challenges and opportunities’ question 
came from the 23% who reported experienc-
ing isolation, marginality and lack of interest 
from more generalist colleagues in their daily 
academic lives. A classicist fumed about the 
‘small-mindedness of some colleagues’; an 
historian complained about ‘the lack of an 
intellectual community who read the same 
journals I do and with whom I can discuss my 
work’; and another historian complained of a 
prejudice ‘that I am somehow still a scientist at 
heart’. Rarer was the respondent who claimed 
to be the beneficiary of ‘undue respect, on the 
false premises that history of science must be 
harder than whatever it is they get up to ...’!

Some respondents seemed to be grappling 
with a desire to argue that history of science is 
unique, special and different, while simultane-
ously wishing to be perceived as less different, 
so as to become more integrated into their 
own departments.

Professional Identity

There were a number of comments about the 
challenges of maintaining a professional iden-
tity as an historian of science while working in 
a generalist department; and about main-
taining the history of science as a cohesive 
professional community, when its members 
are so disparate, and being pulled in other 
directions.

When asked how they maintain their 
identity as historians of science, the expected 
responses emerged: reading and contributing 
to specialist journals, refereeing papers and 
grants, attending conferences and workshops, 
and belonging to BSHS(!). There were many 
references to the importance of ‘personal con-
tacts’, ‘informal networks’, ‘personal links’, and 
‘the maintenance of old contacts’. Email clearly 
helps with this (and Twitter and Facebook, for 
a few), but there was also a strong sense of 

One of the ‘bubble’ diagrams, revelling in the interdisciplinary possibilities of the history of 
science.

‘It really can feel at times like, as 
an historian of science, I walk in a 
strange, Venn-diagram middle zone 
that is neither ‘mainstream’ history 
nor ‘rigorous’ ‘insider’ science...’
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the sociability of historians of science when 
meeting in person. This was reinforced by the 
adjectives chosen by delegates at Exeter, who 
repeatedly described the UK history of science 
community as ‘sociable’, ‘collegial’, ‘friendly’, 
‘congenial’, ‘convivial’, ‘gossipy’, ‘supportive’, 
‘loyal’, ‘cooperative’, ‘generous’. (And no, the 
questions were not – only – posed late in the 
evenings!) The other common adjectives were 
‘small’, ‘white’, ‘male’ and ‘middle-class’, the last 
three of which are hardly unique to history 
of science.  One scholar with a background 
in English confirmed the sense of sociability, 
remarking that ‘In my experience HoS is a very 
welcoming field and I’ve ended up forming 
stronger working relationships and having 
mentors in this area than I have in literary 
studies’.

Sub-divisions?

Although all respondents were willing to self-
identify as ‘historians of science’ for the pur-
poses of the survey, there was recognition of 
certain sub-groups. One respondent remarked 
that, ‘The broad field of HSTM is indeed tribal, 
with the most interesting spaces being be-
tween tribes’, but another suggested that ‘for 
a field that’s pretty small already, we do seem 
to delight in labelling…whether we’re S, T, or 
M, to such an extent that it can make it dif-
ficult to find the common ground that really is 
there’. There were only a handful of responses 
from historians of technology, mathematics 
or medicine. The historians of technology and 
mathematics pointed to the small size of their 
community; whereas the lack of responses 
from historians of medicine probably points 
to the large size (and independence) of their 
community.

Networks

One of the most contentious questions was 
the one about a possible ‘Cambridge effect’. It 
was intended to be provocative, and succeed-
ed. 40% of respondents entirely dismissed the 
notion of any such ‘effect’, with some insisting 
that other institutions had made equally (or 
more) significant intellectual and methodo-
logical contributions to the discipline. The 
majority of the respondents claimed they 
did indeed recognise an effect, but saw it 
in sociological terms: put negatively, it was 
the familiar story of favouritism and old boy 
networks; put positively, it was a network 
of contacts, which provides a ‘ready-made 
topic of conversation and often many mutual 
acquaintances’ when meeting new people, or 
‘a network of historians that I have some social 
capital to approach even if I don’t know them 
personally’.

The role of the alma mater as a useful pro-
fessional resource in later life is unsurprising; 

the controversy arose from the hint that such 
networks were unique to Cambridge. Going 
by the survey data, no other single British 
institution currently produces so many history 
of science doctorates: 28% of survey respond-
ents held a Cambridge PhD (not always in 
HPS), and 39% had a Cambridge degree at any 
level. Moreover, several respondents with no 
formal Cambridge connection commented 
that they felt they belonged to the network 
by ‘inheritance’ through their PhD supervisors. 
So, even though 61% of the sample had no 
Cambridge connection, the Cambridge net-
work remains the most significant institution-
based network in British history of science.

Some respondents suggested other rel-
evant networks: the closest rival institutional 
network would be centred on London, with 
London institutions accounting for 20% of 
doctorates. Then there might be a ‘Wellcome 
club’, as well as academic ‘families’ who share 
the same PhD supervisor.

Conclusions

The relevance of this study to higher educa-
tion researchers is in its capability to contest 
the usual view of the role of departments. 
Academics have been represented as be-
ing caught between the demands of their 
discipline and those of their institution, but 
for most historians, philosophers, chemists or 

economists, the department is the one part of 
their institutional context where they can gain 
respite and support, secure in the local incar-
nation of their disciplinary community. Hence, 
it is argued, the importance of departments in 
forming and maintaining academic identity.

But in history of science, the story is clearly 
more complicated. Many of us originally 
started our educational careers, however 
briefly, in the sciences; then we did specialist 
postgraduate work in history of science or 
HPS; and then three-quarters of us find our-
selves with jobs in non-specialist departments, 
where the departmental identity does not 
reinforce disciplinary identity. The research 
assistant on this project (EC) ended up with 
the impression that historians of science are 
a tribal group forced to be chameleon-like in 
their adaptation, and often shaping dual (or 
multiple) identities.

aileen fyfe & emily Crouch
university of st andrews

akf@st-andrews.ac.uk

‘In a general department the key 
thing is to maintain one’s identity 
and interest in HPS while facing 
demands to be more generalist 
in one’s teaching and supervision 
duties’

A typical Venn diagram of disciplines. There were several variants of this diagram, which 
significantly places history of science between science, history and social sciences, 
rather than within any one of them. This might be a good location in principle, but many 
report it to be uncomfortable in practice.
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When I was asked to help develop ideas about 
early radio broadcasting for a proposed new 
gallery at the Science Museum I soon realised 
that I needed help to build up my knowledge 
quickly. I began with the usual resources – I 
read some books, looked online and scoured 
our collection for likely looking objects to 
explore. While all of these resources could pro-
vide me with a technical understanding of the 
history of radio, I struggled to get a grasp of 
what it must have felt like to have used early 
radio sets or listened to early broadcasts. It 
was time, I decided, to seek some expert help.

Several members of the British Vintage 
Wireless Society (BVWS) were already pencil-
led in to pay a visit to the Museum to look 
at the radios in our collection. It seemed like 
the perfect opportunity to recruit a few of 
them to work more closely with us. We knew 
we wanted to display one star object from 
the collection – the 2LO transmitter, which 
transmitted the very first BBC radio broadcasts 
in 1922. In addition we have a large collec-
tion of radio receivers from the 1920s and 
1930s. What we were missing was a range of 
fascinating stories to help us choose between 
all those radios. We invited the members of 
the BVWS to help us select the stories that 
represented their experience and knowledge 
of vintage radios.

Charlotte Connelly on working with enthusiasts to develop museum displays

Five of the group offered their time, and I 
worked with a colleague to plan a series of 
four sessions for them. Over the course of the 
sessions the group got to know our collec-
tions and gradually built up their own set of 
criteria for selecting radio equipment. We 
asked them to arrive at a list of three objects 
each, meaning we would have a total of fif-
teen radio receivers as a long-list to work with. 

As well as gathering a list of objects we 
were keen to collect stories about the histori-
cal impact of radios on everyday life. We also 
hoped to find out what led the members of 
the BVWS to be so enthusiastic about and 
enthralled with vintage radio equipment. 
They have a strong emotional attachment to 
these objects that would be brilliant to share 
with our visitors. We spent one of the four 
sessions at the British Vintage Wireless and 
Television Museum which holds an amazing 
collection of radios and televisions inside the 
walls of an innocent looking house in South 
London. While we were there, surrounded by 
all the fantastic objects in the museum, we 
interviewed some of the group and asked 
them about what got them collecting in the 
first place.

By the end of the four sessions we had a 
successfully arrived at a list of objects to dis-
play alongside the 2LO transmitter, together 

with stories to support them. One of the more 
unexpected items to make it onto the list 
was a ceramic mixing bowl selected by Lorne 
Clark. He told us how his mother, who had 
lived near a large transmitter, would place a 
pair of headphones in a mixing bowl in order 
to amplify the sound from a crystal radio set 
and make group listening possible.

The sessions were great fun and I certainly 
learned a lot about early radio from the group, 
and much more quickly and enjoyably than 
if I had been left to my own devices. Inviting 
outside groups to add their own expertise 
to the knowledge held by a museum and its 
curators can add a richness and variety to 
displays – especially as personal stories such 
as Lorne’s are often missing from a museum’s 
formal historic collections.

When thinking about presenting history, 
the practicalities of how contributions from 
collaborators will be incorporated needs to be 
thought about well in advance. One example 
that has come up in other projects is that an 
outside group might tell and derive a lot of 
meaning from a story that doesn’t match the 
currently accepted history. On the one hand 
a museum could be seen as an authoritative 
source of the historical (dare I say it) ‘truth’, 
on the other hand a museum represents, and 
must appeal to, a large number of people who 
will each have their own backgrounds and 
perspectives on any aspect of history. Every 
version of history, whether or not it is sup-
ported by all the evidence currently available, 
tells us something about how a particular 
group remember and what they choose to 
commemorate. Dismissing our collaborators’ 
perspectives on any grounds, historical or 
otherwise, is to miss the point of this kind of 
project. At the same time museums need to 
retain their claim to expertise. Balancing these 
two needs can pose a difficult challenge.

Hopefully all of the BVWS members we 
worked with enjoyed their experience and 
gained an interesting insight into how a large 
museum goes about developing exhibition 
displays. I’m positive they enjoyed looking at 
our objects in storage because persuading 
them to leave the storeroom at the end of a 
session was always something of a challenge.

Charlotte Connelly
science Museum

charlotte.connelly@sciencemuseum.org.uk

Viewpoint
How do historians of science interact with different 
communities?

Some of the BVWS group with Science Museum staff in the garden of the British Vintage 
Wireless and Television Museum – (left to right) Charlotte Connelly, Martyn Bennett, 
Marie Hobson, Lorne Clark, John Thompson, Deanne Naula. Photograph courtesy of 
Lorne Clarke http://www.earlywireless.com.
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Charlotte Connelly 
helps Mike Barker 
and Martyn Bennett 
inspect a speaker 
horn in the Museum 
store. Photograph 
courtesy of the Sci-
ence Museum.

Any member of our discipline could be 
excused for feeling a little dissatisfied about 
the quality of the public discourse on the 
history of science. So very often the way that 
the past of science is shown on television and 
in newspapers differs little from what could 
have appeared sixty years ago when there 
was scarcely a vocation in our subject. So very 
often journalists and broadcasters defer to 
scientists rather than to historians to expiate 
on the history of science. Is our collective nose 
out of joint? Well, if it is, perhaps it oughtn’t to 
be. History of science qua history is tangled in 
a tight and complicated knot, tied in general 
culture to science rather than to history, and 
to the particular cultural niche that science oc-
cupies. This affects its popular culture too. For 
the most part, the popular culture of science 
is a very different beast from popular history: 
more ‘top down’, and more about correct 
understanding than personal discovery. Both 
the modern sciences and university-based his-
tory have developed by distinguishing their 
professional pursuits from amateur practice. 
Yet some scientists, with their public espousal 
of ‘citizen science’, may be ahead of histori-
ans in seeking a rapprochement with their 
amateur practitioners. This is despite the fact 
that amateur history practitioners – with their 

family and local history enthusiasms – cer-
tainly outnumber the suburban bird counters 
and galaxy-classifiers on Galaxy Zoo. 

Complaints about the media representation 
of history of science also align pretty well with 
those that have been made by our scientific 
and technological colleagues: media profes-
sionals behave as though they’re in charge of 
the public representation of the history of sci-
ence, as much as of science itself. But they’re 
right to, because they are. If we don’t like it, is 
it enough to accept that media play by their 
own rules and for us to turn away from public 
engagement? I, for one, am not in the history 
of science simply for the considerable pleas-
ure I have in the enterprise for its own sake. 
I think it’s important that the wider public 
shares the opportunity to think about science 
that our discipline provides, to understand 
that the kind of science we have is the result 
of historical processes. That means seeking 
to maximise public exposure to the history of 
science.

In my view it is time for historians of science 
to embrace popular history. But that involves 
more than better ‘broadcasting’ of the insights 
of our profession; it means investigating the 
‘reception’ side too, researching how the 
discipline’s insights might interact with the 

public’s pre-existing understanding. At the 
Science Museum we are running a Public 
History Project, which aims, by working with 
lay groups on the history of subjects including 
electronic music, telephony and radio, to gain 
a better grasp of how they already think about 
the past of science and technology. If there is 
‘knowledge transfer’ to be achieved, then this 
awareness can render it more effective. 

For everyone in STS, I trust this shows that 
there is something to be gained from work-
ing with media, such as museums, that are 
friendly towards the discipline. The web also 
offers considerable potential. And, if television 
is currently out of reach, radio and main-
stream popular history publication, as several 
BSHS members have recently demonstrated, 
can provide valuable outlets for the more 
subtle, surprising, and nuanced accounts that 
we so relish. 

Tim boon
science Museum

tim.boon@sciencemuseum.org.uk

Tim Boon argues for a better public discourse on the history of science, technology and medicine
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The International Congress is the largest 
event in the field and takes place every four 
years. Recent meetings have been held 
in Mexico City (2001), Beijing (2005) and 
Budapest (2009). 

For 2013 the British Society for the His-
tory of Science was successful in bidding to 
host the 24th Congress at the University of 
Manchester. This will be the third time that 
the Congress will have been held on these 
islands. The 2nd Congress, at which the 
Soviet delegation made a strong impact, 
was held in London in 1931 and the 15th in 
1978 in Edinburgh. 

24th International Congress of History of Science, Technology 
and Medicine, University of Manchester, 22nd - 28th July 2013

The theme of the 24th Congress, which 
we expect to be attended by around a 
thousand historians of science, technology 
and medicine, is  ‘Knowledge at Work’.

The basic structure of the meeting is 
divided between themed panels (symposia) 
and individual papers. The call for symposia 
is now open and proposals will be accepted 
until the end of April. Proposals for indi-
vidual papers will be invited in May 2012.

Further details, including on the submis-
sion of symposia sessions, can be found at: 
www.ichstm2013.com.

One of our recent projects has been to launch 
a Travel Guide, an online guide to history-
of-science locations around the world. The 
guide is aimed at the general public as well as 
specialists and has been consistently receiving 
5000+ hits per month since its launch about a 
year ago.

We would love to highlight Philadelphia-
area sites ready for the 3 Societies conference 
in July, and so we are putting out a call for 
articles.  Articles need to be about 500-1000 
words long and we have a guide for contribu-
tors which provides full guidance for potential 
authors

We have had the following sites suggested, 
but would be glad to receive more:

    Mutter Museum
    Site of American 1876 Centennial
    Grave of mathematician Emmy Noether
    Monument to Joseph Priestly
    Monument to Copernicus
    Statue of Alexander Humboldt

BSHS News
Call for Articles on Philadelphia for the 
online BSHS Travel Guide

    Wagner Free Institute
    Pennsylvania Hospital
    American Philosophical Society
    Academy of Natural Sciences
    Sproul Telescope, Swarthmore College

Any help in publicising this call for articles, 
and spreading the word generally, would be 
most gratefully received.  Or if you have any 
suitable material that we could republish, that 
would also be great.  If you require any further 
help, please do not hesitate to get in touch 
and email publicity@bshs.org.uk.

BSHS Members are also reminded that we 
always welcome new submissions for the 
Travel Guide site; as well as updated versions 
of existing posts. Please visit the site for fur-
ther information on the style guide, as well as 
the places and institutions that have already 
been included: http://www.bshs.org.uk/travel-
guide.

One of the things that piques my interest in 
recording scientists for an Oral History of Brit-
ish Science are the motivations of interview-
ees for agreeing to take part in our project 
in the first place, not least because of the 
different views on the history of science that 
emerge. Some people are simply happy to 
reminisce – decades on they’re still enthused 
with a sort of excitement about the work they 
once did. It goes deeper than just nostalgia. 
The details of the work still hold some fascina-
tion, but its also an appreciation of history, 
and they are happy to share it with strangers. 
For others it can be about putting a story on 
record which may otherwise be lost. Occasion-
ally, when dealing with contentious events, 
people talk to put their version, or even the  
‘true’ version, of the story forward. More often 
it is about recognising that which has not 
been recognised. A few talk about past British 
technical achievements that almost were, 
before being thwarted by changes in govern-
ment policy. Some speak for long deceased 
comrades - a last survivor’s duty to record 
that “we did good work” on behalf of a team 
whose achievements were long secret.

However, the response I think I find most 
interesting is, “but who could possibly be 
interested in that?” It points to a certain 
difference in mindset between historian 
and scientist. We, who often chide them for 
putting science on a pedestal, seem just as 
guilty of treating it as something special. After 
all, it is often we who retrospectively say “this 
was significant,” when the thought may not 
have crossed the minds of the protagonists. I 
think it is also about looking for something of 
more practical value in the history of science 
– what is the use of it? Surprisingly, for a hand-
ful whose work was cut short for whatever 
reason, the interview seems an opportunity to 
document where they got up to, and perhaps 
even leave pointers for a future generation 
who might follow in their footsteps. For 
some there is a practical educational merit in 
informing an uninformed population what 
scientists do, or exciting a new generation 
into scientific careers. However, the thing that 
unites all these different perceptions, seems to 
be about looking for some value in the history 
of science, but of finding it in quite different 
places.

Tom Lean
british Library

thomas.lean@bl.uk

Tom Lean is asked: ‘But who 
could possibly be interested in 
that?’
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Land of Promise

Even five years ago, anyone wanting to teach 
a course on the public culture of science 
would have been hard pressed to gain access 
to much in the way of documentary films or 
television. Now, thanks mainly to the activities 
of the British Film Institute, there is plenty of 
material readily accessible; so much so that a 
brief survey like this can only whet the palate 
for the huge range now available.

Both the BFI Screenonline website (http://
www.screenonline.org.uk/) and the more 
recent InView (http://www.bfi.org.uk/inview/) 
contain a wide range of thematic introduc-
tions coupled with close details and clips – 
often complete films. Both sites are available 
free online to anyone in a British university. 
Screenonline’s features include Science in 
Non-Fiction Film, Science Fiction and the NHS: 
it provides access to dozens of relevant films 
for teaching history of science, especially in 
revealing how public audiences since the 
interwar period have been addressed about 
(and on behalf of ) science, technology and 
medicine. InView’s focus is films produced 
by or touching the British state; STS themes 
embrace a profile of Tony Benn at MinTech 
in 1967, and Enough to Eat? is the 1936 film 
that brought Julian Huxley to the big screen 
to explain the impact of the Depression on 
malnutrition, as well as being a landmark in 
the development of factual cinema.

More are available via the JISC MediaHub 
(http://jiscmediahub.ac.uk/). Here you will find 
an excellent range, including a selection from 
E&TV (Educational and Television Films), the 
importers of Soviet propaganda and docu-
mentary films, now in the care of the BFI. This 
is one of several routes to major databases 
of newsreel films, a source little studied up 
to now by historians of science, including 
British Paramount News, where you can see 
Edison on his 84th birthday confessing that he 
doesn’t understand Einstein’s theory. 

Online streaming may well be the future of 
archive film distribution, but the BFI has also 
made a large amount of previously inacces-
sible material available on DVD, which, for 
the lecture hall, may be the more convenient 
medium. Another virtue of these collections 
is the opportunity they have seized to curate 
selections of films, usually with booklets 
containing extensive notes and background 
material. Releases worth attention for the 
historian of science include the three sets of 
GPO Film Unit documentaries; Land of Promise, 
the selection of ‘classic era’ British documenta-
ries, and its partner postwar release, Shadows 
of Progress. None of these promotes itself as 
history of technology, but spread across them 
there is ample material revealing the attitudes 
of filmmakers and their sponsors to science, 
technology and medicine. For example, on the 
first of these, you can see Alberto Cavalcanti’s 
Industrial Britain from 1931 and Humphrey 

Jennings’ 1951 Family Portrait contrasting the 
poetry of science with the prose of industry, 
both aspects, he avers, of the British character. 
The later collection includes a fascinating disc 
of industrial films, including the luminous 
1960 Stone into Steel on the production of 
steel, and the BP-sponsored 1957 Shadow of 
Progress, one of the curious cycle of oil com-
pany environmental films from the period. 
Secrets of Nature, which I had the pleasure 
to curate, includes 19 beautiful and quirky 
natural history films from the interwar period, 
revealing the world of amateur natural history 
thriving on celluloid, and showing life cycles 
of every homely thing from slime mould to 
the common newt. Most recently, BFI have 
issued Turksib, Victor Turin’s 1929 masterpiece 
about the Turkestan-Siberia railway; a very 
welcome inclusion amongst the accompa-
nying British Soviet-influenced films is Paul 
Rotha’s wonderful 1935 The Face of Britain, a 
dialectical history of Britain praising electricity 
as the vector of modernity. 

In all, if you’re beginning to think it’s time to 
go multimedia in your teaching or research, 
the moving image has never been more 
accessible. Go for it!

Tim boon
science Museum

tim.boon@sciencemuseum.org.uk

Tim Boon encourages the use of archival film resources for teaching the history of STM

An industrial scene from ‘Shadow of Progress’, a BP-sponsored film (1957). Image cour-
tesy of the BFI. 

‘Secrets of Nature’, the selection of archival 
science and wildlife films curated by Tim 
Boon for the BFI. Image courtesy of the BFI. 
BFI DVDs can be bought directly from the 
BFI. For all sales enquiries, please contact 
Trevona.Thomson@bfi.org.uk.
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BSHS Grant Reports
How can poetry be used to understand expe-
riences of illness? Can creative-writing provide 
insights into illness and our encounters with 
medical institutions and clinical environ-
ments which the social and physical sciences 
cannot? In what ways can poetry serve as a 
means of articulating stories of illness which 
would otherwise remain unheard? 

These are some of the questions which 
were addressed at the recent University of 
Glamorgan event ‘Poets Encounter Medicine’. 
The evening, sponsored in part by the British 
Society for the History of Science and held on 
the evening of Monday 6 June 2011, fea-
tured award-winning poets Philip Gross and 
Gwyneth Lewis in conversation with research-
ers working in both Clinical Sciences and the 
Medical Humanities. This was a public event 
which attracted an audience of over sixty writ-
ers, artists, teachers, social services profession-
als, clinicians, current and former patients and 
full-time carers. 

Former National Poet of Wales Gwyneth 
Lewis talked about and read from her poem 
‘A Hospital Odyssey’, which describes her per-
sonal experiences as a carer for a family mem-
ber diagnosed with cancer. In so doing she 
explored issues such as her own responses to 
her husband’s condition and the ambiguous 
role of the carer in relation to the ownership 
of illness experiences, particularly in clinical 
contexts in which both patients and carers 
are often disempowered in favour of medical 
professionals. She also talked about the role 
that poetry can play in creating a basis for 

communication with other people who may 
have undergone similar experiences.

In addition Philip Gross, former holder of 
the prestigious T. S. Eliot Award for poetry, 
talked about a number of his poems which 
deal with a family member’s eating disorder, 
and about his forthcoming book which tries 
to understand his father’s loss of speech to the 
condition aphasia. Philip’s discussion ranged 
widely but touched in particular on the ques-

tion of whether carers and family members of 
those suffering from illness can use creative 
writing to represent any experience but their 
own. 

Gwyneth and Philip delivered their readings 
and thoughts against a context provided by 
short talks from Dr Martin Willis (the organiser 
of the event) and Professor Maggie Kirk of 
the University of Glamorgan. Martin consid-
ered illness narratives from the perspective 
of the medical humanities, and argued that 
this perspective is a useful foundation, but 
sometimes rather limited. He proposed that 
putting illness narratives into their historical 
and literary contexts does more to illuminate 
their significance across time, and in connec-
tion with other communities. Martin drew on 
sample narratives he and Dr Keir Waddington 
have gathered in a recent project on narra-
tives of illness in South Wales. 

Martin was followed by Maggie Kirk, the 
leader of the ‘Telling Stories’ project, which 
gathers patients’ stories of genetic disease 
and sets them into a web-based education 
framework, in order to help health profes-
sionals engage with and understand these 
patients’ perspectives. Maggie showcased 
some of those stories and highlighted ways in 
which they can be used as a means of directly 
engaging with patient and carer experiences. 
She closed by considering some of the themes 
that emerge in a number of narratives, from 
reappraisal of the future to illness as a way of 
life, many of which resonated with the narra-
tives Martin Willis had discussed earlier. 

After formal presentations from the four 

Poets encountered medicine at a recent event supported by a BSHS Outreach Grant
Off sick

Former National Poet of Wales Gwyneth Lewis talks about her poem ‘A Hospital Odys-
sey’. Photograph courtesy of Richard Marsden.

The off sick exhibition is launched at a wine reception at the Glamorgan Gallery. Photo-
graph courtesy of Richard Marsden.
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speakers, Dr Alice Entwistle of the University 
of Glamorgan chaired a lively discussion in 
which the audience questioned the speaker 
and shared their own thoughts on and 
experiences of the relationships between 
clinical environments, illness experiences and 
creative endeavours. This was followed by a 
wine reception the Glamorgan Gallery dur-
ing which audience members, speakers and 
organisers were able to chat informally. The 
wine reception also saw the launch of the Off 
Sick exhibition, which showcased some of the 
work that the project team have been doing 
in gathering stories of illness and encounters 
with medical institutions over the past few 
months. The exhibition, which will be appear-
ing at several more events over the next few 
months and will shortly be available on line 
via the web link below, then analysed those 
stories from historical, literary and creative 
perspectives. 

‘Poets Encounter Medicine’ is just the 
latest in a number of events which the Off 
Sick Project has hosted, all of which seek to 
explore illness and institutional medicine from 
Humanities-based angles that are normally 
marginalised in favour of scientific and socio-
logical approaches. For more information on 
the project, its research and its activities, visit 
the Off Sick website at http://literatureand-
science.research.glam.ac.uk/cissmi/offsick/ 

Dr richard Marsden
research assistant – Off Sick Project

university of Glamorgan
rmarsden@glam.ac.uk

How to tell a good story? The question is 
central to the historian’s craft - so central, in 
fact, that it is easy to forget that the people 
we study often asked the same thing.  The 
question from our subjects’  point of view is 
particularly important when studying sci-
ences, like the field of human prehistory as it 
emerged in the 1860’s, where stories were, in a 
certain sense, all the evidence scholars had at 
their disposal.

In the decade after the so-called “time revo-
lution” of 1859, when the prevailing Victorian 
estimate for the span of human history grew 
by a factor of ten or more, those aiming to 
understand how their ancestors lived at the 
dawn of civilization had access to precious 
few remnants of their prehistoric forebears.  
What they had in abundance were travellers’ 
stories of strange and savage peoples from 
around the world.  As numerous historians of 
anthropology have documented, those tales 
about “savages” were transformed into usable 
accounts of “primitive” specimens from a sin-
gle progressive evolutionary scale of human 
development, with the lowliest tribes on the 
bottom and triumphant Victorians on top.

I have been exploring the role of a particular 
kind of story - those depicting certain tribes’ 
supposed inability to count - in Victorians’ 
images of the lowest end of this grand scale 
of civilizations.  One such tale told by Francis 
Galton was particularly influential at the dawn 
of the field of prehistory.  Most contemporar-
ies described Galton’s narration of an encoun-
ter with the purportedly innumerate Damara 
people as “amusing,” but his story also offered 
early prehistorians one of their most sugges-
tive and memorable images of a the distant 
past - a past so distant that its inhabitants 
could not count even the fingers of their own 
hands.

A BSHS Research Grant helped me to visit 
the archives of the Royal Geographical Society, 
University College London, and the National 
Library of Scotland in order to explore the 
circumstances of Galton’s story’s production in 
the midst of his voyage to South-West Africa 
and dissemination in his 1853 account of the 
expedition published by John Murray.  The 
story depicts a simple case of attempted trade 
obfuscated by one party’s inability to count.  
Galton’s travel notes, however, reveal trade 
to have been a much less straightforward 
endeavour.  It involved monetary purchases in 
some contexts and barter in others.  

Barter, moreover, seems to have been done 
without the numerical rates of exchange Gal-
ton describes; certainly, he made no attempt 
to ascertain and record the native number 
system.  There is much to suggest that what 
Galton’s readers took to be a simple depiction 
of an episode from his travel journal was in 
fact a parable constructed after the expedi-
tion’s end in order to impress upon readers 
the spectacular lowliness of the natives Galton 
encountered.

Galton’s simple anecdote of a world without 
numbers, from a book whose single edition 
of 1,000 copies managed to reach most of the 
leading scholars of human evolution of his 
day, made it possible for others to peer over 
the horizon of human history.  In my attempt 
to understand how Victorians fabricated such 
a distant past, I learned something about how 
they fabricated their present as well.

Michael barany
Princeton university

mbarany@princeton.edu

Creating a World Without Numbers
Michael Barany tracks a tale from the dawn of prehistory

The BSHS operates the following grants 
schemes:

Master’s Degree Bursaries: bursaries of 
£1,000 to support students taking taught 
Master’s courses in the history of science 
or technology.

Research Grants: small grants for spe-
cific research purposes, from £50 to £500.

Butler-Eyles Travel Grants: grants of up 
to £100 to assist with the travel costs of 
attending a BSHS conference.

Special Projects Grants: grants, usually 
from £50 to £1500 in value, to fund ‘special 
projects’ which promote the general aims 
of the BSHS

Care Grants: grants of up to £100 
towards delegates’ care arrangements dur-
ing the BSHS Annual Conference.

3 Societies Conference Travel Fund: 
grants of up to £750 to cover the cost of 
travelling to the meeting.

All applications should be sent  to 
office@bshs.org.uk.

Sketch from Galton’s notebook from the expedition. Image courtesy of Dan Mitchell, 
reproduced with permission of University College London.
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BSHS Postgraduate Conference, University of Warwick,
4th-6th January 2012
The conference at Warwick this year managed 
to live up to the excellent experience of my 
first BSHS conference last year in Manchester, 
with the same convivial atmosphere and rich 
variety of papers. Dr Claudia Stein, the Direc-
tor of the Centre for the History of Medicine 
at Warwick, welcomed delegates with some 
of her memories of conferences past, and 
reminded us that conferences are above all 
an excellent place to make friends. Lots of 
animated chatter during the coffee and lunch 
breaks indicated that people were making the 
most of the chance to get to know others and 
discuss their work. Potential research was also 
discussed with the Masters students in attend-
ance, who often remarked that the conference 
had provided them with the inspiration to 
carry on their studies, because of the captivat-
ing selection of topics that they realised could 
be studied and because of the enthusiasm of 
the speakers.

The wonderful thing about the BSHS 
postgraduate conference is the chance to 
hear about research on such diverse subjects, 
and this year was no exception. Attendees’ 
horizons were broadened by papers on topics 
ranging from bicycles to baby-eating, ventila-
tors to donkey skulls, ancient Canaan gods 
to BT and fibre-optic cables, and many other 
fascinating topics.

There was a mixture of papers: some 
presented specific case-studies, and some 
presented more broad overviews of research, 
usually because they were at the early stages 
of their work. Particularly in the case of broad 
overview papers, plenty of helpful sugges-
tions were made regarding areas for further 
study, and for potential methodological 
pitfalls to watch out for!

Historiography was discussed in questions 
as well as discussions outside of the pan-
els. Issues that I was aware of being widely 
or repeatedly debated included how to or 
whether to attempt to ascertain the moral 
intentions of actors, whether or not Britain has 
been in decline during the 20th century, and 
whether psychology counts as a science and 
can be studied in the same way. Many papers 
focussed on the way in which the public have 
interacted with or interpreted science, and 
the complex reasons underlying this. I found 

discussion of the methodologies that were 
employed to investigate this matter particu-
larly interesting. 

And finally, I cannot conclude without men-
tioning the impressive (and delicious) BSHS 
cake, which was a talking-point throughout!

alice White
university of Kent

aw380@kent.ac.uk

The audience listens to one of the speakers at this year’s annual BSHS Postgraduate Conference in Warwick. Photograph by Alice 
White.

Essential networking time at the conference venue. Photograph by Claire Sewell.

Report of Meeting
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The conference also moved into the virtual realm, with delegates 
using the Twitter hashtag #bshsc to share their thoughts on cake 
and Chaucer, beards and bikes, penguins and poison...

Had an awesome time with awesome cake 
and history at #BSHSC

Enjoyed #bshsc very much. Really pleased I 
was asked to contribute my ideas on how to 
take history of science forward.

The board of longitude panel was excellent, 
nice note to end the #bshsc conference on. 
Ciao ciao!

Who’d’ve thunk it? Climate change is real. And 
has been seriously considered since the 70s. 
#bshsc

An interesting look at isolation of women and 
social spatiality from Josette Duncan. #bshsc

First paper of the day has a joke in its Power-
Point, the graveyard shift is looking up! #bshsc

Time for the last morning of #bshsc. Cannot 
help but wonder what everyone will look like 
after the conference dinner.

New day, looking forward to talks on stoves, 
pests & pumps, the board of longitude & 
industrial psychology #bshsc

Cake trolley time...Surely the highlight I any 
conference? #bshsc pic.twitter.com/4F3jQYRW

Troilus is much more interesting as a charac-
ter when thought of as Chaucer using Arabic 
medical writing. #bshsc

Wish I had heard this paper on ‘power’when 
I was doing my MA - a great summary of the 
issues as well as raising interesting questions 
#bshsc

Very interesting to hear papers on alchemy 
and poison approximately 200 years later than 
when I usually encounter them. #bshsc

Also, the history of C19 offers the opportunity 
to show slides of men with “epic beardage”. 
#bshsc

“I make no excuses for this paper being fun”. 
A bold promise that I have no doubt will be 
fulfilled #bshsc

This interesting paper on the history of the 
word “gene” is being given by a man wearing 
denim. #bshsc (Alessandro Allegra)

“Whiggishness” is an awesome word. Even if 
we should avoid it. #bshsc

Good chance to ponder historical methodolo-
gies in a in a digital age in Jake’s paper #bshsc

There is something glorious about the variety 
of academic interests represented at the 
#bshsc. From whales to pandemics via Plato 
and bikes.

Lunch involved discussion of Nick Clegg’s 
ties, the diet of the French during the ancien 
régime & astronomy #bshsc

Last paper was fun, motorbike analogies and 
awkward philosophical jokes #bshsc

In ‘publishing’ session. Rather like the sound of 
‘dynamic peer review’. Does anyone know any 
journals which do it? #bshsc

Woo, still some Bacon today! #funfact he died 
trying to refrigerate a chicken #BSHSC

Day 2 of #BSHSC, featuring health in the 
twentieth century, philosophy and science 
and ‘Gods of healing in Canaanite civilization’! 
#excited

Currently listening to @ManCHSTM colleagues 
discuss the history of penguins #bshsc

Looks like this paper about optic fibres in Dig-
ital Britain may have just exposed the myth of 
the wisdom of the market...Cool. #bshsc

Hearing great papers on ‘The Science of the 
Sea’, subscription libraries and mesopotamian 
medicine at the #BSHSC

Henry Wellcome is an everlastingly fascinating 
topic. #bshsc

Claudia Stein, Director of CHM at Warwick, 
reminds us that conferences are above all 
a place to make friends *wipes away tear* 
#bshsc

The @bshsnews Postgrad Conference is kick-
ing off...with cake! #bshsc

(Many thanks to @charlie109, @mrweath-
erburn, @TheZazou, @MillieQED, @
liseuse and @victoriandotage for tweet-
ing from the conference! A reminder that 
you can follow @BSHSNews for the latest 
announcements from the Society and the 
online Travel Guide, and @BSHSOutreach 
for updates from the Outreach and Educa-
tion Committee. Ed.)

Cutting the conference cake. Photograph 
by Alice White.

Yet more conference cake... Photograph tweeted by Emily Andrews.
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Reviews

The Royal Society’s City of London Room was 
temporarily transformed into a small theatre 
space for two performances of Sibohán Ni-
cholas’ play Hanging Hooke in October 2011. It 
was staged as part of the One Culture Festival 
of Literature and the Arts, a weekend of talks, 
discussions and performances at the Royal So-
ciety highlighting the common ground shared 
by literature and science. 

Hanging Hooke was written by Nicholas, 
with research support from Joanna Corden, 
following the discovery and auction of the 
‘Hooke Folio’ in 2006. The play sets out to tell 
Robert Hooke’s life story and to reinvigor-
ate his modern reputation by relating his 
contributions to many fields of study. Hooke 
is largely portrayed in the play as a troubled 
character, much mistreated by contemporar-
ies such as Newton and Christopher Wren 
who both linger in the periphery as shadowy 
villains of the piece. 

Only two characters appear on stage in the 
play: in the first half Hooke’s early mentor and 
artist Jack Hoskins (an amalgam of several real 
life figures) and Hooke himself in the second 
half. Both parts were played with great energy 
and sensitivity by actor Chris Barnes, who 
used the stage and period props sufficiently 
dynamically that the production didn’t slip 
into the potential trap of becoming a mono-
logue.  A painting of Hooke on the stage was 
used as an effective device to link the two 
halves of the play and, during a reenactment 
of the portrait sitting, Barnes morphed from 
painter into sitter, finally emerging as the 
hunched and awkward Hooke.

As the Royal Society’s Curator of Experi-
ments from 1662 and later as Secretary, Hooke 
clearly had a difficult relationship with its key 
figures. It is an inevitably difficult and poten-
tially controversial task to convey historical 
and scientific details while maintaining a 
good sense of drama and an engaging plot. 
In Hanging Hooke Nicholas combines a clear 
intention to relate details of Hooke’s life and 
work in good faith with an engrossing and 
dramatic story full of emotion, the reputations 
of figures such as Newton arguably suffering 
the most as a consequence. 

Hanging Hooke by Siobhán 
Nicholas, Take the Space Thea-
tre Company, Performed at ‘One 
Culture: The Royal Society Fes-
tival of Literature and the Arts’, 
2nd October 2011.

After the performance, Barnes added that 
two recent acknowledgments of Hooke’s 
contributions to architecture have been 
made in the form of inscriptions unveiled at 
St. Paul’s Cathedral and the City of London’s 
Monument. In doing so he suggested the play 
might in some sense be considered a work 
in progress with possibilities to adapt and 
develop it ahead.  The opportunity to engage 
with this process is likely to be appealing to 
those with an interest in Hooke’s work and 
period because performances of the play 
present an excellent chance to increase aware-
ness of his life and times among a general 
audience.

Take the Space Theatre Company tours 
with Hanging Hooke to small venues in the UK 
and it is well worth catching. The play comes 
across as well researched and stands up on 
its own as a great piece of drama. This is quite 
a feat to pull off for a historical play about a 
sadly much forgotten figure with one actor, 
but Hooke’s story, the strength of the script 
and Barnes’ performance ensure it is achieved.

Chris sinclair 
university College London

cdjsinclair@gmail.com

Hooke in his handstand... Photograph courtesy of Take the Space Theatre Company.

Reviews
Theatre
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Book

In October, the BBC’s ‘Shock and Awe: The 
Story of Electricity’ brought a captivating tale 
of electrical discovery, experiment and inven-
tion to the small screen. In three parts, the 
series faithfully charted developments in the 
understanding and exploitation of electric-
ity from the late 18th century through to the 
modern day. A well-balanced combination of 
eminent talking heads, sensitively designed 
historical reconstructions and computer-gen-
erated explanations told the story of electric-
ity with substantial variety and pace. 

The first episode, ‘Spark’, explored how early 
pioneers unlocked the mysteries of electric-
ity through extraordinary experiments and 
dazzling leaps of imagination. The programme 
very successfully captured the close connec-
tions between public display, experimenta-
tion and new knowledge which defined the 
late-18th century. It elucidated, for example, 
how Stephen Gray’s ‘Hanging Boy’ experiment 
became a fantastically popular parlour show, 
whilst proving, for the first time, the existence 
of ‘conductors’ and ‘insulators’. Tales of electri-
fied kisses and flaming cognac conveyed the 
sense of thrill and excitement which envel-
oped electrical experimentation in the age of 
wonder. It was disappointing however, that 
the programme did not move beyond the 
confines of the elite. It highlighted the role 
of the exclusive Royal Institution and Royal 
Society, whilst entirely ignoring the vibrant 
‘underworld’ of peripatetic electrical showmen 
and marketplace electrical spectacles. These 
too played an important role in furthering 
knowledge and understanding of electrical 
phenomena.

The second episode, ‘The Age of Invention’, 
hinges upon the transformation of electric-
ity from a ‘mere curiosity’ into something 
‘genuinely useful’ in the late 19th century. 
It demonstrated how electricity came to be 
exploited and manipulated through a series 
of ingenious inventions, including that of the 
light bulb. The narration added depth and 
intrigue by revealing how money, fame and 
expert publicity played a central role in driving 
the electrical industry, transforming scientists 

Television

into public figures with immense influence. It 
is a shame, however, that the rivalry between 
Thomas Edison and Nikola Tesla is taken to 
such extremes that crucial moments in the 
history of electricity are reduced to a clash 
of personalities. Tesla in particular is subject 
to a rather insensitive parodying as a mad 
and lonely genius whose ‘brilliant mind spun 
out of control’. Unfortunately, this reductive 
approach is repeated in the third programme’s 
account of how the flamboyant self-publicist 
Guglielmo Marconi ‘stole the thunder’ of the 
more modest Oliver Lodge. 

The final instalment, ‘Revelations and Revo-
lutions’ encompassed 20th- and 21st-century 
developments in the practical application 
of electrical understanding. From the birth 
of instantaneous communication, to the 
development of microchips, this programme 
makes the grand and uncompromising claim 
that electricity has transformed almost every 
aspect of modern life. The concluding section, 
on the problem of electrical resistance and 
superconductivity, creates a pleasing sym-
metry: today, as in the 18th century, scientists 
stand at the beginning of an age of magnifi-
cent electrical discovery. Striking contrasts 
between the 18th-century parlour and today’s 
high-tech laboratories are thus blurred by the 
powerful message that science, now, as in the 
past, is a thrilling quest; a mission to make 
sense of the mysterious. 

Whilst ambitious in its coverage of mile-
stone scientific developments and compre-
hensive in its inclusion of the key players, the 
series severely lacks a third dimension: the 
perspective of very people whose lives have 
been transformed by the electrical ‘revolution’: 
us. The almost unrelenting focus on a narrow 
coterie of scientists, with only veiled refer-
ence to political, social and cultural impacts, 
might have made it unnecessarily difficult for 
viewers to relate to the programmes’ con-
tent. The series falls into the far too familiar 
trap of failing to extend its vision beyond 
the achievements, and misdemeanours, of 
science’s Great Men. In recounting the march 
of scientific progress with inexorable determi-
nation, the series treads roughshod over the 
complex interactions between science and 
society which enrich and enliven the history 
of electricity.

Jessica bradford
science Museum

jessica.bradford@sciencemusuem.org.uk

‘Shock and Awe: The Story of 
Electricity’, BBC 4, 6th -21st
October 2011

The authors of this book attempt to bring 
mathematics alive for the general reader by 
the biographical route. Choosing about 100 
mathematicians from ancient times through 
to a few eminent living figures, they record 
some of the achievements of each one across 
a double-page spread pair of large format 
pages (21 x 30 cm). The order of the double 
pages is largely chronological, with the time 
period divided into five epochs. Occasion-
ally two or three mathematicians are taken 
together, or mathematics in a group or culture 
is considered. Each double page is profusely 
illustrated, with not only likenesses but also 
illustrations of artefacts connected with their 
work, or symbolic elaborations of mathemati-
cal theorems and formulae. The book ends 
with a list of histories of mathematics and re-
lated texts, picture credits and a name index. 

Usually the mathematics counts as research 
for its time, but some comments are made 
about mathematics education. The discourse 
is largely and deliberately restricted to the 
level of fact; a few are somewhat corrupted, 
but I noticed no howlers.

The success of such a book depends sig-
nificantly on the choice of historical figures. 
Although the authors do not say so, presum-
ably one factor in their choice was that the 
totality of concerns covered a wide variety 
of branches of mathematics, both pure and 
applied. This impression comes over very well, 
although inevitably some major figures in cen-
tral branches of mathematics do not receive 
any mention at all.The book succeeds very 
well in its chosen aim, although I am unable to 
grasp the purpose of the pretentious subtitle. 
One would welcome comparable treatments 
of other sciences, especially if they were sold 
at the very reasonable price requested here. 

I. Grattan-Guinness 
eb7io6gg@waitrose.com

Raymond Flood and Robin 
Wilson, The great mathemati-
cians. Unravelling the mysteries 
of the universe. London: Arctu-
rus Press, 2011. 208 pages. ISBN 
978-1-84837-902-2.  £9.99.

The Viewpoint editorial team is always keen to receive reviews from members of the BSHS 
community. If you have recently visited an exhibition or play, seen a film or television pro-
gramme, heard something on the radio, used a new website, or would like to volunteer to 
review a popular history of science book - whether of fiction or non-fiction; poetry or prose 
- then do please get in touch at viewpoint@bshs.org.uk. Reviews should be around 600 
words long - full instructions for contributors can be found on the BSHS website.
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HPSTM People: The Questionnaire

Who or what first turned you towards the 
History of Science, Technology and Medicine 
(HSTM)?

I took three sciences at A level and went to 
Sussex read Biology.  By the end of the first 
year, I knew straight Biology was not for me 
and looked to broaden my course by taking 
Biology with African and Asian Studies.  I 
chose not to take this route, but found an 
alternative when Philosophy and History 
of Biology was offered as final year op-
tion, taught by Peter Nidditch and a young 
postdoc called John Brooke – not sure 
what happened to him.  I was then able to 
develop this interest further through a place 
on the Masters in Liberal Studies in Science 
at Manchester, choosing a historical topic for 
my dissertation.  I then went back to Sussex 
to pursue a PhD on science and British colo-
nial imperialism with Roy MacLeod, which, 
of course, was mostly about the biological 
sciences in Africa and Asia!

What have been your best and worst career 
moments?

The best was the end of my first year lectur-
ing.  The fear of being found out by students 
made me read comprehensively and criti-
cally like never before.  It was a rewarding 
time and the experience made me feel like a 
proper historian of STM. The worst was the 
start of my second year lecturing, realizing 
how much I still had to learn.

Which historical person would you most like 
to meet?

It has to be Sir Almroth Wright – often styled 
‘Sir Almost Right’ because many of ideas and 
methods were contested and did not stand 
the test of time.  He was styled the ‘British 
Pasteur’ for his work in bacteriology and 
immunology; he was also a leading states-
man for medical science.  He is best known 
now as Alexander Fleming’s mentor, boss and 
champion and for his opposition to women’s 
suffrage. He was bombastic, opinionated 
and had many enemies, yet he enjoyed great 
loyalty from his students and staff.  He would 
an intriguing character to interview.

If you did not work in HSTM, what other career 
might you choose?

I come from a family of plumbers, carpenters, 
bricklayers, etc., and I spent many enjoyable 
summers whilst at school and university work-
ing on building sites. So, my alternative career 
would be as a builder. I’d love to build my 
own house and landscape its gardens. As you 
might guess, I’m a great fan of Grand Designs.

What are your favourite HSTM books?

I’ll answer this by telling you my eight Desert 
Island books; those that bring back good 
memories and can be read again and again.  
The first two HSTM books I bought were 
Kuhn’s The Copernican Revolution and Toul-

min’s and Goodfield’s The Architecture of Mat-
ter.  For my thesis, E B Worthington’s Science 
in Africa was an invaluable source and also 
told the fascinating story of the previously 
unrecognized work of many thousands of 
scientists.  For history of medicine, I would 
take Temkin’s collected essays, The Double 
Face of Janus and Rosenberg’s The Cholera 
Years.  There has to be a Roy Porter book.  
Here I will cheat and, as a fellow south Lon-
doner, choose his A Social History of London.  
And finally, a novel, A J Cronin’s The Citadel 
and a collection with great images, Bill and 
Helen Bynum’s Great Discoveries in Medicine.

What would you do to strengthen HSTM as a 
discipline? 

Establish a more robust career structure, 
with opportunities for young scholars to 
gain the skills and experience to become 
effective researchers, teachers and all round 
academics, and most important of all a 
tenure-track system.  A key requirement for 
this is that the subject must grow in size and 
diversity to ensure there is good turnover of 
positions.  In universities, the best oppor-
tunity seems to me to be a return to work 
in, with, or for STM departments.  At the 
moment, various forces are creating a big 
demand for broadening the STM undergrad-
uate curriculum and HSTM has a lot to offer 
in providing students with a broader range 
of skills that should help their studies and 
employability.

How do you see the future shape of HSTM? 

If historians of science, technology and med-
icine seize the moment described above, 
then I’m optimistic. I remember twenty years 
or so ago going into Blackwell’s off Gower 
Street and being unable to find the His-
tory of Science section in its usual place in 
the Science basement.  I wandered round 
and eventually asked if it had been moved 
upstairs to History.  No, I was told.  It had 
been merged with Popular Science books.  
This change signaled that there was and is 
considerable public interest in HSTM and, I 
think, led historians of STM increasingly to 
write books that were accessible to people 
outside the subject.

What’s your best dinner-table HSTM story?

It’s unprintable.

Michael Worboys, Director of the Centre for the History of Science, Technology and Medicine, 
University of Manchester. Interview by Emily Hankin.
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Announcements
Science for All - website update

Readers interested in early 20th-century 
popular science may like to know that the 
website for Peter Bowler’s book Science for All 
has been supplemented with a list of all the 
authors who wrote significant articles in the 
three popular science magazines Conquest, 
Discovery and Armchair Science during the 
inter-war years (‘significant’ meaning a length 
of at least one full page).  The website may 
be found at http://www.press.uchicago.edu/
books/bowler.  The list includes information 
on qualifications etc. for each author, where 
available, and indicates how many articles 
were written for each magazine.  There are 
1355 names on the list, only 90 of which ap-
pear in the Biographical Register appended to 
Science for All.  It is hoped that an article giving 
some analysis of the figures will appear in a 
special issue of Science in Context on European 
popular science, now in preparation.

The day conference “History Comes to Life: 
17th-Century Natural History, Medicine and 
the ‘New Science’” will be held on Friday, 27 
April 2012, 9 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. at the Royal 
Society, London.

This conference considers the interrelation-
ships between medicine and the endeavour 
of natural history in the 17th-century.  It 
will be held to commemorate the 300th 
anniversary of Martin Lister (1639-1712), 
Royal Physician and the first arachnologist 
and conchologist. The meeting will not only 
address Lister’s work but will consider to what 
extent practices and technologies of natural 
history changed between the Renaissance 
and the 17th century. We will also explore how 
acquisition of natural history knowledge and 
new schemes of taxonomy affected percep-
tion and treatment of animals for medical and 
experimental use.

Speakers and session chairs include: Prof. 

Conference - ‘History Comes 
to Life: 17th-Century Natural 
History, Medicine and the ‘New 
Science’

Call for nominations for the 
2012 Morris Award
The Society for the History of Alchemy and 
Chemistry solicits  nominations for the 2012 
John and Martha Morris Award for Outstand-
ing Achievement in the History of Modern 
Chemistry or the History of the Chemical 
Industry. This award honours the memory 
of John and Martha Morris, the late parents 
of Peter Morris, the editor of Ambix, who has 
contributed the endowment for this award.

The Morris Award is administered by a sub-
committee on behalf of SHAC. The recipient 
chosen to receive the Morris Award will be 
expected to deliver a lecture at a meeting of 
SHAC, where the awardee will be presented 
with an appropriate framed photograph, 
picture or document and the sum of £300. The 
award is international in scope, and nomina-
tions are invited from anywhere in the world

The first Morris Award was given to Profes-
sor Raymond Stokes (University of Glasgow) 
for his path-breaking work on the German 
chemical industry. A complete nomination 
consists of:

a complete curriculum vitae for the nomi-
nee, including biographical data, educational 
background, awards, honours, list of publica-
tions, and other service to the profession;

a letter of nomination summarising the 
nominee’s achievements in the field of history 
of modern chemistry and/or the history of the 
chemical industry and citing unique contribu-
tions that merit this award; and

two or more seconding letters.
Only complete nominations will be consid-

ered for the award and the nomination docu-
ments must be submitted in electronic form.

All nomination materials should be submit-
ted by e-mail to Peter Morris at peter.morris@
nmsi.ac.uk and a separate email which 

Science Studies Dissertation 
Reviews launches
It is our pleasure to introduce the newest 
addition to the Dissertation Reviews network: 
Science Studies Dissertation Reviews. The first 
reviews were posted in January, and can be 
found at http://www.dissertationreviews.org - 
with more coming on a weekly basis.

As the fourth branch of Dissertation 
Reviews thus far, Science Studies  Dissertation 
Reviews will be dedicated to scholarship in 
Science Studies broadly defined, encompass-
ing history, philosophy, sociology, anthropol-
ogy of science, medicine, and technology 
broadly conceived. As always, the site focuses 
exclusively on providing friendly, non-critical 
reviews of recently defended dissertations.

The branch is edited by Leon Rocha, who is 
Research Fellow in History and Philosophy of 
Science at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, and 
an Affiliated Researcher at Needham Research 
Institute, Cambridge. The Dissertation Reviews 
editor-in-chief is Tom Mullaney, who is Assist-
ant Professor in History at Stanford University.

We encourage you all to spread word about 
the new site. In addition, for any scholars inter-
ested in having their dissertations reviewed 
(2010-onward), or in contributing a review for 
the site, please contact us at dissertationre-
views@gmail.com.

indicates that the material has been submit-
ted should be sent to the same address (a 
precaution in case of incomplete transmission 
of documents) for arrival no later than 1 May 
2012.

Tim Birkhead FRS, University of Sheffield; Dr 
Isabelle Charmantier, University of Exeter; Prof. 
Anita Guerrini, Oregon State University; Dr 
Sachiko Kusukawa, Trinity College, Cambridge; 
Dr Gillian Lewis, St. Anne’s College, Oxford; 
Dr Dániel Margócsy, Hunter College; Dr Brian 
Ogilvie, University of Massachusetts, Amherst;
Dr Anna Marie Roos, University of Oxford; Dr 
Charlotte Sleigh, University of Kent; Dr Alexan-
der Wragge-Morley, UCL.

The conference is organised by Dr Anna 
Marie Roos and sponsored by Cultures of 
Knowledge, University of Oxford, and the 
Mellon Foundation;  The Fell Fund; The British 
Society for the History of Science; the Royal 
Society; and the Wellcome Trust.

The conference fee is £40 (full fee), or £30 
(student/retired/unemployed). The confer-
ence fee includes lunch and refreshments. An 
optional conference dinner will be organised 
at an extra cost of £35. There are a limited 
number of student bursaries available to assist 
with conference fees and other expenses.

Registration for this event is now open 
online at: http://royalsociety.org/events/2012/
history-comes-to-life/

Please email Felicity Henderson (felicity.
henderson@royalsociety.org) with any queries 
about this event.

The History of Science Society prize ceremony 
took place on Friday, November 4th 2011 at 
the HSS Annual Meeting in Cleveland. We are 
pleased to announce this year’s winners:

Nathan Reingold Prize: James Bergman 
(Harvard University), “Fighting Chance: The 
Science of Probability and the Forecast Con-
troversy Between the Blue Hill Meteorologi-
cal Observatory and the U.S. Signal Service, 
1884–1890”

Joseph H. Hazen Education Prize: Pamela 
Henson (Smithsonian Institution Archives)

Derek Price/Rod Webster Prize: Nuria 
Valverde Pérez (Universidad Autónoma 
Metropolitana – Unidad Cuajimalpa), “Small 
Parts: Crisóstomo Martínez (1638-1694), Bone 
Histology, and the Visual Making of Body 
Wholeness”

Rossiter History of Women in Science Prize: 
Yi-Li Wu (Center for Chinese Studies, Uni-
versity of Michigan), Reproducing Women: 
Medicine, Metaphor, and Childbirth in Late 
Imperial China

Watson Davis and Helen Miles Davis Prize: 
Naomi Oreskes (University of California, San 
Diego) and Erik Conway (NASA, California 
Institute of Technology), Merchants of Doubt

Pfizer Prize: Eleanor Robson (University of 
Cambridge), Mathematics In Ancient Iraq: A 
Social History

Sarton Medal: Robert J. Richards (University 
of Chicago)

2011 History of Science Society 
Awards Announced



STEVEN SHAPIN - The Ivory Tower: the history of a figure of speech and its cultural uses

STEPHEN DILLEY - Charles Darwin’s use of theology in the Origin of Species

MATTHEW STANLEY - By design: James Clerk Maxwell and the evangelical unification of science

CIARAN TOAL - Preaching at the British Association for the Advancement of Science: sermons, secularisation and the rhetoric of conflict 
in the 1870s

GRAHAM SPINARDI - The limits to ‘spin-off’: UK defence R&D and the development of gallium arsenide technology

The British Journal for the History of Science
The March issue of BJHS will include the following, plus reviews:
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