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Editorial
I

This museums-themed issue launches 
the 2014 Great Exhibitions competition, 
the biennial prize awarded by the BSHS 
Outreach and Education Committee for 
the best history of science, technology or 
medicine display. In our opening article 
OEC members Jamie Stark and Katy Barrett 
discuss connections between academic 
and curatorial work, and ask what makes 
for a good show?

Four exhibitions on topics from pieces of 
coral to particle colliders are featured in the 
issue. Our reviewers reflect on how displays 
expose the relationships between scientific 
practitioners, their audiences, and the his-
tory of science. Lorraine Mariner’s poem on 
an orrery from the Whipple Museum is also 
reproduced.

We have a report from the recent BSHS 
Postgraduate Conference in Leeds, as well 
as an account of last autumn’s HSS confer-
ence in Boston. We also look forward to the 
return of the BSHS Annual Conference in St 
Andrews this July, with Aileen Fyfe as our 
interviewee.

We’re still recruiting for our new editor: 
applications are due by 31st March. Contri-
butions to the next issue should be sent to 
viewpoint@bshs.org.uk by 15th April 2014.

Melanie Keene, Editor

Collaborations between universities and 
museums are very much in season. Research 
which spans the two is of course nothing new, 
but joint ventures have taken on a new sense 
of urgency if not necessity, supported by a raft 
of new funding schemes aimed at encourag-
ing mutually-beneficial activity. The field of 
history of science is fortunate in being able to 
draw on a large number of excellent collec-
tions to indulge in research based on material 
culture, from specialist museums, through to 
historic scientific objects held as part of more 
general collections. The increasing interest in 
using these collections to underpin research, 

complement teaching, and further outreach 
and engagement activities has even seen 
the birth and expansion of a new multi-site 
Museum of the History of Science, Technol-
ogy & Medicine at Leeds. With collaborative 
research seen increasingly as fundamental to 
the discipline, it is important that academics 
are aware of exactly how museums operate, 
from understanding how audiences engage 
with different strategies of presentation, to 
appreciating the financial, staffing and other 
constraints on museums and heritage organi-
sations.

Great (and small) exhibitions

The illuminated Micrarium, an innovative way of displaying hundreds of 
historic microscope slides. © UCL Grant Museum of Zoology / Matt Clayton.

Jamie Stark and Katy Barrett introduce the latest BSHS competition
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One of the ways in which our community 
formally engages with museums which put 
on new exhibits relating to the history of 
science, technology and medicine is through 
the BSHS Great Exhibitions competition, run 
by the Outreach and Education Committee. 
First awarded in 2010, the two prizes – one for 
a large exhibit, the other for a smaller display 
– recognise excellence in communicating 
the history of science to public audiences. 
The 2012 winners – the Science Museum for 
Codebreaker: Alan Turing’s Life and Legacy and 
the Royal College of Physicians for Curious 
Anatomys – set the benchmark in clarity, 
design, originality and an ability to engage 
with different audiences.

So what does make a good exhibit? Very 
often this means thinking carefully about 
how a new display might link to other areas 

of a museum. One place where there is a 
strong overall theme running through all the 
galleries – new, old, temporary and perma-
nent – is the Museum of Medical Sciences in 
Hong Kong. There the emphasis is on local 
achievement and contribution, with galleries 
dedicated to research into plague during the 
1890s and SARS in the early 2000s. Stories 
such as these, which concentrate on the 
significance of the museum’s location, can 
give a rationale to selecting particular sub-
jects for display, yet on the other hand such 
museums must work hard to ensure that they 
present the full context of these narratives. 
The fact that the Museum of Medical Sciences 
occupies the beautifully preserved colonial 
architecture of the old Pathological Institute, 
built in direct response to the 1895 plague as 
the British answer to the numerous Pasteur 

Institutes around the world, greatly enhances 
the museum experience and lends the galler-
ies an air of reflection as well as celebration.

Museums don’t have to be big to attract 
a committed and growing audience. Two of 
the most successful in our field at creating 
lively and popular displays out of what could 
be seen as quirky or even creepy collections 
are the Mütter Museum in Philadelphia and 
the Grant Museum of Zoology at University 
College in London. Both have made a virtue 
of historic display spaces and packed collec-
tions to develop a unique voice behind not 
only their permanent and temporary displays 
but also their events, advertising and social 
media. This allowed the Grant’s new Micrarium 
– displaying its microscope slide collection in 
what was a store cupboard – to take its place 
within the broader style and branding of the 
museum.

Some institutions choose to use art collec-
tions and contemporary interventions as a 
means to think about the history of science 
and medicine. The Mütter Museum com-
missioned a documentary film of the col-
lections from the international film makers, 
the Quay Brothers, which looked at the lives 
behind some of the museum’s specimens. The 
Museum of the History of Science in Oxford 
hosted the first exhibition of Steampunk art in 
a museum as a means of thinking about scien-
tific instruments from a different perspective. 
Likewise, the Wellcome Collection staged 
Foreign Bodies, Common Ground recently, 
showcasing the responses of six artists to 
residencies in six medical research centres 
across the world. The artist’s eye brings a new 
perspective to the collections in these exhibi-
tions. Equally, new research and impending 
anniversaries can motivate displays. The 
Whipple Museum of the History of Science 
in Cambridge often gives space to object-
based research projects by academics, and 
encourages MPhil students to work on under-
researched parts of the collection. The Science 
Museum’s Public History Research Centre has 
opened up new agendas for display through 
foregrounding public response to and knowl-
edge about the collections. As we enter 2014, 
many museums will focus on anniversary-
based displays associated with the start of the 
First World War, the Hanoverian Succession, or 
even the Longitude Act. 

It should be clear from this range of exam-
ples just how many wonderful exhibits there 
are out there. From small to big, history of sci-
ence collections to broader museums focus-
ing in on a science display, we want to know 
about them. So visit your local museum, see 
their newest exhibits, and encourage them to 
enter Great Exhibitions!

Jamie stark & Katy barrett
bsHs outreach & education Committee

outreach@bshs.org.uk
The colonial architecture of the Hong Kong Museum of Medical Sciences, once the 
Pathological Institute. Image by Chong Fat, licensed under Creative Commons usage.
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The Grand Orrery

My master’s study holds the Universe
and when he has business in town
Mrs Johnson, the housekeeper, has the key

and she lets me in to wax the leather
on his desk, and dust the books that fill
the shelves, and finally I polish the planets.

There is a bronze sphere in the centre,
that’s the Sun, a green and blue bauble
which is the Earth, where we live,

and next to it a pearl on a stick that looks
like a lady’s hatpin - why, that’s the Moon.
And there are more hatpins and more baubles

for ours is not the only Moon and not the only
World that goes around the Sun. Mr Johnson
taught me all this. He has served drinks

to the master and his friends and seen
the Orrery wound up and set in motion.
The master put a lamp in the place of the Sun

and the planets turned in their circles.
I would give my eye-teeth to see such a thing.
I told Mr Johnson I wished I was him

and Mrs Johnson said I was too much like
my star sign, the Lion, painted on the side
of that infernal contraption and she made me

stand out in the cold on the kitchen step,
which I had scrubbed that very morning,
to take a good long look at the real Moon.

Lorraine Mariner
lorrainemariner@hotmail.com

from: Pocket Horizon (Valley Press, 2013)

‘The Grand Orrery’, c. 1750, made by George Adams. Whipple Museum of the 
History of Science, University of Cambridge, Wh.1275.
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In 1773 schoolmaster John Collett Ryland 
and public lecturer James Ferguson collabo-
rated to produce Optical Cards…Designed for 
a Recreation of Young Gentlemen and Ladies, 
and the use of Boarding Schools. This was a 
set of 51 illustrated playing cards, offering 
an introduction to the science of optics. As 
Joseph Priestley wrote, study of optics was a 
“pleasing entertainment” but one containing 
“real and important discoveries respecting the 
most fundamental properties of light.” In the 
18th century the subject was taught in many 
private schools, as well as in homes, public 
lectures and associational settings.

John Collett Ryland (1723-1792) was one 
of the most successful private schoolmasters 
of the 18th century, founding three schools 
and teaching over 800 pupils from across 
northern Europe and the colonies. Ryland’s 
commitment to education also spread far 
beyond the walls of his classroom. He was 
part of a group of Baptist ministers who were 
active in the founding of the Bristol Education 
Society, and Brown University in Rhode Island. 
James Ferguson (1710-1776) was, in a rather 
different manner, as committed an educa-
tionalist as Ryland. Taken together his public 
lectures and related  publications, Astronomy 
Explained (1756) and Lectures on Select Subjects 
(1760), made him one of the most important 
figures in the spread of knowledge of science 
in the mid-18th century (and beyond).  His 
The Young Gentleman and Lady’s Astronomy 
(1768), a work of polite science for children, 
is amongst those credited with establishing 
natural philosophy’s central educational role 
in family life. 

Ferguson and Ryland were intimate friends 
and worked together on three books for 
schools, Astronomy for School-boys (1766), 
Experimental Philosophy for School-boys (1766) 
and An Easy and Pleasant Introduction to Sir 
Isaac Newton’s Philosophy (1768). As with many 
18th-century schoolbooks, extant copies of 
these works are rare; only one copy of each 
of the two earlier volumes is known to have 
survived. Their optical playing cards, by their 
nature delicate and much handled objects, 
appeared to have suffered an even worse 
fate. John R. Milburn’s excellent bibliography 
of Ferguson’s publications lists only a much 
later, extensively edited, 19th-century version 
held at the British Library. It was therefore a 

Optical Tricks
A BSHS grant report from Jo Elcoat, who introduces her research on a recently discovered set of 
James Ferguson and John Collett Ryland’s Optical Cards (1773)

very happy surprise to find an original, full 
set of the optical cards on a recent trip to the 
National Library of Scotland. 

Ryland and Ferguson’s optical cards fol-
lowed a systematic and uncomplicated 
syllabus. The first card outlines the corpus-
cular nature of light: “a ray of light is a stream 
of inconceivably small particles of matter 
issuing from a luminous body.” The student 
then moves through illustrations of reflection, 
refraction, parallel and converging rays and 
perspective, and is introduced to convex and 
concave lenses, the prism and the camera 
obscura. This culminates, in the last nine cards, 
with an explanation of “the human eye, with 
its coats and humours” and “the manner of 
vision.” By the 1770s this was the standard 
pedagogic framework for teaching optics, one 
which Geoffrey Cantor describes as institu-
tionalising the projectile theory of light. 

When playing with the set, each boy in 
turn would be tested on the facts on his 
neighbour’s card in order to win the trick. 
Ryland’s educational maxim was “simplify and 
repeat – simplify and repeat” and the cards 
certainly reinforced rote learning. Yet Ryland 
was also an imaginative teacher who believed 
that play, experiment and competition were 
invaluable in the learning experience. From 
his many years using pedagogic cards in his 
school in a range of subjects, including geog-
raphy, astronomy and anatomy, Ryland held 
that “the method of teaching science by the 
use of cards, is such as, perhaps, in no other 
way can be so easy, so popular, so pleasant, 
and successful.”

In involving James Ferguson in converting 
his handmade cards into a printed product, 
Ryland showed good commercial sense. A 
superb draughtsman, Ferguson “augmented 
and improved” the cards and the National 
Library of Scotland holds a number of the 
original beautifully coloured drawings he 
produced for the illustrations. In Ferguson’s 
hands the cards skilfully combined text and 
diagram to create vivid and clear explana-
tions for a range of natural phenomena. It 
was however Ferguson’s name, as renowned 
lecturer and author, and as Fellow of the Royal 
Society, that increased the cards’ commercial 
attractiveness. Ryland and his publishers, 
Edward and Charles Dilly and Carington Bow-
les, between them produced many teaching 

Object of the issue

aids for schools, including books, work pieces, 
prints, cards and wall charts, but very few had 
such a distinguished author. The cards were 
therefore part of a burgeoning commercial 
scientific schoolbook and school ephemera 
market, innovative and imaginative learning 
aids contributing to the widespread reform of 
the private school curriculum across Britain.

Jo elcoat
university of Leeds
phje@leeds.ac.uk

Research Grants
Small grants for specific 

research purposes, from £50 to 
£500. There are two cycles per 
year. Only members of the Society 
are eligible. Deadlines: 30 Septem-
ber and 31 March each year.

Special Projects Grants
Grants, usually from £50 to 

£1500 in value, to fund ‘special 
projects’ which promote the gen-
eral aims of the BSHS. There are 
two cycles per year. Only mem-
bers of the Society are eligible. 
Deadlines: 30 September and 31 
March each year.

Further information is available 
online at: www.bshs.org.uk/grants. 
All applications should be sent  
to the BSHS Executive Secretary: 
office@bshs.org.uk.

BSHS Grants



  Viewpoint  No. 103 5

Cards reproduced 
by permission of the 

Royal Society of Edin-
burgh. Image courtesy 
of the National Library 

of Scotland.
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Components from the LHC’s four main detectors. Image © Science Museum.

The entrance to the Science Museum’s Collider 
exhibition is rather appropriately positioned 
between the historical displays of the Making 
the Modern World gallery and the contem-
porary science displays in the Wellcome 
Wing. Built in 2000, these permanent spaces 
physically embody a divide between science 
and history of science that characterised the 
Museum’s exhibitions for several decades. 
These days the divide is less marked, but our 
curators still face a delicate balancing act 
when planning exhibitions.

Collider covers very recent events around 
the construction and operation of CERN’s 
Large Hadron Collider (LHC), notably the 
discovery of the Higgs Boson in the summer 
of 2012. The LHC is a striking example of the 
challenges of creating museum exhibitions 
about large-scale science. It’s not exactly 
showcase-friendly: the collider is 27km in 
circumference (the same as London Under-
ground’s Circle Line) and the underground 
caverns which house its four main experi-
ments are up to five storeys high. Artefact 
displays can only ever show components of 
a much larger whole, and during the LHC’s 
working lifetime the material available to 
museums will largely be prototypes or spares 
rather than anything that has seen action. To 
the average visitor, the artefacts are com-
pletely unfamiliar and do not reveal their sto-
ries at a glance. There is also the usual science 
museum problem of displays of technology 
not lending themselves particularly well to 
illustrating scientific phenomena or proc-
esses, challenging for an exhibition covering 

Collider: striking a balance

the invisible subatomic world and statistical 
analysis by thousands of researchers around 
the world. 

Our audience research team gathered evi-
dence of what had and hadn’t been successful 
in previous LHC exhibitions at the Science 
Museum and CERN, and gave us some point-
ers: we needed to overcome visitors’ fears that 
they would not understand the physics, set 
the objects into context, confront extremes of 
scale from enormous detector caverns to sub-
atomic particles, and – crucially – give visitors 
a reason to care about an area of research that 
has little bearing on their daily lives. During 
an early visit to CERN with a multidisciplinary 
Museum team we came to the conclusion that 
the best way to achieve this would be to recre-
ate the experience of our visit, seeing some 
of the unusual spaces and places throughout 
the CERN site and meeting a range of people 
involved in the LHC’s design and operations.

To achieve this aim of transporting visitors 
to a different time and place we decided to 
work with theatre professionals, who do this 
all the time. The creative team tender was 
won by Nissen Richards Studio, who design 
for both theatre and museums (their previous 
work includes the Science Museum’s Code-
breaker, winner of the 2012 Great Exhibitions 
Prize). Their extended team included play-
wright Michael Wynne, winner of an Olivier 
award for The Priory, and video designer Finn 
Ross, who during our project earned the 
team’s second Olivier, for The Curious Incident 
of the Dog in the Night-time.

During visits to CERN and workshops in 

London, we planned different versions of what 
the exhibition experience might be like. This 
frequently involved a balancing act between 
theatrical and museum priorities: weaving a 
dramatic story while reflecting the reality of 
life at CERN (including the slog of data analy-
sis) and giving visitors sufficient grounding in 
physics content; pacing the narrative to allow 
for unpredictable visitor behaviour in the 
gallery environment; ensuring that the objects 
did not become merely props in a stage set; 
and finding a compromise between creative 
fluidity and the advance planning required to 
construct the exhibition structure. 

We eventually settled on an opening filmed 
drama, with characters based on real scien-
tists and engineers, followed by a self-guided 
‘tour’ through a series of spaces resembling 
different areas at CERN. Opting for drama 
rather than documentary allowed us to 
introduce scientific and engineering concepts 
from scratch in a way that real CERN person-
nel wouldn’t, although much of the dialogue 
is based verbatim on interviews with them, 
fleshed out with personal backstories Michael 
created for his composite characters. We set 
him a daunting brief: introduce particle phys-
ics and the LHC in around ten minutes, avoid-
ing ‘eureka moments’ or hero narratives. When 
we introduced him to a young PhD student 
called MingMing Yang and she told him about 
her experience of being one small part of the 
large-scale endeavour, this provided him with 
the basis of his script.

The other balancing act to be struck was 
between science communication and histori-
cal treatments. We decided to keep the LHC 
objects separate from displays of our physics 
collections, which are displayed in more clas-
sic museum style. This was partly a practical 
consideration for touring, as other venues 
might want to swap in their own collection 
displays – particularly as our collections, not 
surprisingly, tell a very British history – and 
partly to avoid the risk of visitors view-
ing older objects as steps in a progression 
towards the LHC technology. The historic 
displays introduce themes for visitors to 
consider before and after their ‘CERN visit’: 
interplay between theory and experiment, 
increasing scale of equipment and collabora-
tions, physics and industry and international 
politics. The CERN part of the exhibition takes 
a more sociological approach. Audio and 
video interviews with scientists and engineers 
explain how objects work, but also include 
reflections on working in large international 
teams; graphic panels explain physics con-
cepts but are presented as whiteboards drawn 
by CERN staffers for visitors to stumble across, 
and include photos, cartoons and workbench 
ephemera.

A well-known hazard of covering the recent 
past is the difficulty in maintaining distance 
from your subject. We were dependent on 

Alison Boyle introduces the Science Museum’s latest exhibition



  Viewpoint  No. 103 7

Exhibitions

The Collider exhibition at the Science Museum 
is an interesting symbol of the current state of 
physics. Veiling over any controversy, this is a 
space carved by stage sets, videos, ‘awe-inspir-
ing’ science and beautiful machines. A walk 
through Collider is entertaining, often funny, 
but it is not honest. 

The museum has a clear view of what ‘peo-
ple’ want. And they give them plenty of bread 
and circus. With an opening event including 
Peter Higgs and Stephen Hawking, a video 
including Brian Cox making a self-effacing 
ironic appearance, swelling music and plenty 
of action, the exhibition, marketed as ‘hard-
science’ and for adults, is a curious display 
of drama. Organised as a walk through the 
European Organisation for Nuclear Research, 
CERN, the museum-goer gets the ‘CERN-
experience’ without having to go to Meyrin, 
the small Roman village upon which the 
laboratory was built in 1954. Is this an effort 
to democratize science? Is the exhibition sup-
posed to give non-scientists a look into what 
they are missing? I found Collider to have the 
opposite effect.

Could you imagine any other profession, 
apart from perhaps politics, bravely stating 
their awe-inspiring awesomeness, their impor-
tance and the absolute need for vast funding? 
This is the overwhelming impression one is 
left with after walking through the ‘corridors’, 
‘offices’ and ‘spaces’ of CERN, which in reality 
consists of stage-sets carefully copied from 

‘Collider’, Science Museum, Lon-
don, 13 November 2013–5 May 
2014; Museum of Science and 
Industry, Manchester, 23 May–
28 September 2014; followed 
by an international tour.

the site. The £1m project could benefit from 
distancing itself from the image CERN seeks 
to display. In Collider, an arrogant set of rather 
roughly sketched international characters 
emerge, and it’s not always nice (a ‘camp’ Ital-
ian physicist jokes that he loves the LHC more 
than his wife!).

Superficially this is an interesting walk 
through one of the important science organi-
sations in the world. But below the surface the 
content is as bare as the empty spaces behind 
the stage-sets that imitate CERN. The simu-
lacra of a generic CERN experience is created 
through focusing on the work of several types 
of CERN staff, successes and machines. The 
role of a museum cannot be propaganda, a 
word I’m sad to report does become relevant 
here. There is little or no interpretation: for 
example, the problems that the LHC faced 
upon starting up is called an ‘incident’. There is 
no discussion of why CERN might be impor-
tant – or not. There is no discussion of the 
highly gendered space of physics and CERN. 
Although this is not predominately a history of 
science exhibition, it is disappointing to find 
that the Science Museum does not explore 
more of the Cold War context, which was so 
crucial in the rise of CERN and physics.  Nor 
does it engage with the numerous CERN dis-
senters and critics that have varied from envi-
ronmental protesters to conspiracy theorists. 
Showing us instead a sunny beautiful land of 
genius, full of an enthusiastic, international 
crew of scientists, one could be tempted to 
ask who Collider is for? It is an exhibition for 
and about CERN.

Stuffed full of CERN success, including a 
champagne bottle, this is the story of CERN 
and physics that most people already are 
familiar with through the media and the likes 
of Brian Cox. The role of a museum should be 
to challenge narrative, providing a platform 
for discussion. But after a visit to Collider 
visitors, I suspect, are left with one of two 
possible reactions. Some, like a small boy 
visiting with his mother who declared that he 
too wanted to be a scientist, are inspired to 
enter this world. For those of us who, slightly 
older, cannot afford to go back to university 
and retrain as physicists, we might just instead 
have to admit that although we might have 
lost out on being scientists, we will always be 
free to speak our minds about where science 
funding travels and why; even though, in this 
case, the Science Museum does not seem to 
have been.

Camilla Mørk røstvik
CHsTM/art History

university of Manchester 
camilla.rostvik@postgrad.manchester.ac.uk

Reviews

Reconstruction of the LHC tunnel with pro-
totype parts of the magnet system. Image 
© Science Museum.

CERN’s goodwill in securing loan artefacts 
and access to their personnel and spaces. 
Historians have yet to turn their attention to 
very recent events so we were reliant on the 
testimonies – and mythologies – of scientists 
and engineers. The exhibition advisory panel 
included members of CERN’s communica-
tion team and senior members of two of 
the experiment collaborations; exhibition 
co-curator Harry Cliff works on one of the 
experiments. Our experience was that CERN 
and the advisory panel were very respectful of 
the Museum’s editorial independence. 

The only potentially contentious area was 
the incident in 2008, shortly after LHC start-
up, when a faulty electrical connection caused 
an explosive release of helium, damaging a 
1km section of the collider and setting back 
operations by a year. This is a difficult episode 
in CERN’s recent history but one we felt it was 
important to cover; we settled on present-
ing it as a radio player with a series of CERN 
personnel telling the story in their own words. 
This oral history approach reflected the real 
experiences of people at CERN without sensa-
tionalising events, but also led to surprisingly 
heartfelt testimony about the day the control 
room screens turned red. 

These personal testimonies – whether 
spoken by actors, or by the CERN people 
themselves – are the core of Collider. We 
consciously used their voices rather than the 
Museum’s; it’s up to visitors to form their own 
opinions about CERN and whether the large 
national and international investment in high-
energy experimental facilities might be better 
meted out in other areas of physics or beyond 
science. But it’s fair to admit our affection for 
CERN and its people can be felt throughout 
the show; like its large scientific namesake, 
Collider has been a great experiment to work 
on.

alison boyle
Lead curator, Collider

alison.boyle@sciencemuseum.ac.uk
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What’s in a black box? Referring to any closed 
component of a system in which only inputs 
and outputs are visible, Latour applied the 
term to the production of scientific knowl-
edge where the social activity involved is 
obscured behind the ‘facts’. Chain Reaction, 
curated by Charlotte Sleigh, is an exhibition 
of artworks and short essays produced by the 
School of Biosciences and the Centre for the 
History of the Sciences at the University of 
Kent that aims to open up the particular black 
box of the Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) 
machine, vital equipment in the experimental 
study of DNA for the past 30 years. A decep-
tively simple device, the PCR is a heating and 
cooling bath for separating and recombining 
the double helix in multiplying quantities, as 
beautifully visualised by scientist/artist Annie 
Halliday in her suspended centre piece, ‘Ex-
ponential’. Grey and green crocheted bulbs of 
double stranded, polymerised-acrylic yarn of 
ever-increasing size hang like some giant alien 
plant-life to convey the exponential doubling 
in the PCR’s output.

Alongside works by poet-performer Katy 
Price (‘Primer’), interdisciplinary researcher 
Sarah Craske (‘The Echo of Narcissus’) and art-

‘Chain Reaction: an art/science 
show at the Sidney Cooper Gal-
lery’, Canterbury, 22 November 
– 21 December 2013.

ist Stig Evans, Halliday’s work explores the art/
science relationship, disassembling the PCR 
via striking parallels and critical reflections. 
Evans also explores parallels between science 
and religion, commenting wittily on the ritual 
form of laboratory life in ‘Angela the Curious 
Goat’, a set of prayer mats representing the 
four base proteins of DNA, while ‘The Mind 
of Man’ splices artworks to create a helix-like 
‘unpredicted outcome’ asking whose hand is 
at work, the artist’s, God’s, or merely chance-
like Nature. Similarly, Halliday’s delightful 
‘Copy.copy’ reproduces the Chinese characters 
for ‘chain reaction’ with minor random varia-
tions using software designed by geneticist 
Bob Tateson resulting in images akin to 
abstract art.

The theme of error versus mutation also 
informs works by Tony Stallard and Katy Price, 
unpacking the PCR in still another direction. 
Dan Lloyd’s ‘Beginner’s introduction’ points 
out that, however much automated, the PCR 
still requires human decisions to distinguish 
errors in the copying process. But ‘error’ in the 
lab is ‘mutation’ in nature – and either might 
be viewed as ‘art’. Further, as Jean-Baptiste 
Gouyon suggests in his essay, ‘The scientist 
and the lucky rabbit’, lab workers struggling 
to make the PCR work engage in ‘bizarre 
rituals’ that might in other contexts be seen 
as superstitious. Meanwhile, in Price’s playful 
combining of ‘primer’ as a customised seg-
ment of DNA for PCR replication and a basic 
teaching book, with reports about the unre-

solved debate over the world’s first case of 
AIDS, texts unravel and strangely mutate like 
strands of DNA itself, visually capturing the 
can of worms inside the black box. The point 
is further echoed in Sleigh’s essays about 
PCR creator Kary Mullis’s rejection of the HIV 
theory of AIDS, and Nobel geneticist Barbara 
McClintock’s counter to the mechanistic view 
of organisms encouraged by the use of bacte-
ria in the PCR.

But herein lies a concern. For all the art-
works’ unexpected unpacking, it is mainly 
the essays that disclose the black box’s social 
filling, such as Gouyon’s ‘All shall have prizes?’ 
documenting different versions of the PCR’s 
creation. In curious contrast, the exhibition 
is framed by two pieces, Halliday’s pin-box 
camera, time-delay stills inside a genetics lab 
and Andy Birtwistle’s ‘Laboratory Film 2013’, 
a sequence of extended images of the lab’s 
exterior voiced-over by researchers’ everyday 
chat. Both impart a sense of fixed stolidity of 
the laboratory-assemblage in which people 
seem to be just passing through, less animat-
ing ghosts in the machine than mere will-o’-
the-wisps. However provocative an exercise 
in public engagement with the art/science 
interface, a question then lingers: has the PCR 
black box been opened up or simply replaced 
by another called ‘art’?

simon Locke
Kingston university

s.locke@kingston.ac.uk

Annie Halliday, Exponential! © Annie Halliday 2014. All rights reserved.



  Viewpoint  No. 103 9

Taking the 800th anniversary of Roger 
Bacon’s birth as its cue, the Bodleian Library 
brings together many of the medical technol-
ogies and ‘discoveries’ associated with the Uni-
versity of Oxford in a small, but rich exhibition. 
The exhibition features highlights of Oxford’s 
history of medical innovation, like Chain, 
Florey and Heatley’s wartime development of 
penicillin, with lesser known work on patient 
observation by Sydenham (1624-89) and Osler 
(1849-1919) and contemporary research on 
malaria in Thailand. A short illustrated book 
by Conrad Keating (Great Medical Discover-
ies: An Oxford Story (Oxford: Bodleian Library, 
£8.99)) supplements the displays, along with 
an online exhibition (http://www.bodleian.
ox.ac.uk/whats-on/online/great-medical-dis-
coveries) of filmed interviews with clinicians, 
scientists, historians and biographers.

The single room exhibition presents thir-
teen topics separately, in no particular order. 
‘The Cell’ displays a reproduction of Hooke’s 
microscope, drawing the viewer in to consider 
the impact of his identification of life at the 
scale of a cell, disseminated through images 
in his book Micrographia. Equipment from 
Allen Hill and his team’s 1982 work on blood 
glucose sensors for diabetics is juxtaposed 
with Thomas Willis’ s brain anatomy drawings 
based on the dissection of corpses allotted to 
him from public executions around Oxford in 
the 1650s.

The title of the exhibition highlights Oxford 
and ‘discovery’ and the cases are arranged 
to emphasize the objects of wonder and 
people of renown. But it is the smaller, less 
highlighted materials alongside them that are 
particularly interesting. ‘The Nuffield Benefac-
tion’ relates how in 1936 Lord Nuffield gave £2 
million to the university for the establishment 
of five Chairs in medicine. This was conditional 
on including a chair in anaesthesia for Robert 
Macintosh (1897-1989), Nuffield (a lifelong 
hypochondriac, according to Keating’s exhibi-
tion guide) having earlier been anaesthetized 
by Macintosh. It was clearly a productive 
relationship; Macintosh went on to develop a 
widely used laryngoscope and an anaesthetic 
vapouriser with help with production and 
parts from Lord Nuffield’s Morris car factory at 
Cowley. Here the city of Oxford seems to have 
offered an academically, financially and tech-
nologically supportive location to develop 
insights and innovation. Other research 
groups made collaboration a systematic part 
of their research process. Gwyn Macfarlane’s 
team working on haemophilia was encour-
aged to enter their thoughts and ideas into 

‘Great Medical Discoveries - 800 
years of Oxford innovation’, 
Bodleian Library Exhibition, 22 
Nov 2013 - 18 May 2014.

the ‘Ideas Book’ of staff suggestions for 
research. Apparently known in the lab as the 
‘fish queue’, being ‘full of red herrings’, these 
collaborations are materialized in a stained, 
scuffed lab book that offers an unusual insight 
into the collaborative nature of research, the 
process of scientific knowledge-making in the 
raw. 

Yet Oxford is not necessarily where people 
made their discoveries, but as also emerges 
through the displays, it was often where they 
were recruited to or completed their success-
ful careers. MacFarlane’s interest in haemo-
philia had been piqued by a case he treated 
at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, London, where 
a young man’s small cut on his chin refused 
to heal, before eventually responding to 
blood transfusions that provided the missing 
clotting factor. Likewise, William Osler was 
dubbed the ‘Saint of Baltimore’ for his work at 
Johns Hopkins University, before he became 
a Regis Professor at Oxford in 1919. William 
Harvey, known for his work on physiology and 
the circulation of the blood, had an even more 
tangential association with the city, spending 
only four years in Oxford.  Nonetheless, seren-
dipity, or perhaps the convivial spaces of col-
lege common rooms and dining halls, seems 
to have allowed for unlikely pairings across 
disciplinary boundaries to solve difficult prob-
lems. The development of the ‘Oxford Knee’ 
saw O’Connor, an engineer, come together 
with Goodfellow, an orthopaedic surgeon, to 
develop the artificial joint.

It is here that the exhibition would have 
benefited from including some of the films 

produced for the online exhibition. It is also 
a shame that the online exhibition is not well 
flagged to visitors to the Bodleian exhibition 
itself. Seven films, bar one, produced for the 
exhibition, are all engagingly narrated by 
people involved in research itself or who use it 
in their work today. Their enthusiasm is infec-
tious and the films’ liveliness would have given 
a much greater sense of the serendipitous, 
social side of scientific research, of creation, 
collaboration and innovation, than actually 
comes through in individual display cabi-
nets. Keating’s exhibition guide adds further 
examples to the collection of innovations, 
including institutions as well as people, like 
the Cochrane Collaboration which systemati-
cally aggregates and compares the outcomes 
of controlled trials.

While the exhibition presents its ‘discover-
ies’ as independent from one another, some 
common themes do emerge between them, 
although this is not an insight that the exhibi-
tion seeks to facilitate. This is a shame, for such 
connections offer the opportunity to open up 
valuable insights into how research is done, 
the way collaborations allow for new insights, 
and perhaps to observe that ‘body-shopping’ 
by universities for research ‘stars’ with the lure 
of funding and research freedom is not new, 
and sometimes even productive. 

Cressida Jervis read
Wellcome unit, oxford

cressida.jervisread@wuhmo.ox.ac.uk 

Just before Christmas 1940, the Dunn School took delivery of 172 rectangular vessels, 
designed by Norman Heatley for the large-scale growth of the Penicillium mould. Eventu-
ally 700 of the vessels were continuously in use, tended by six technicians known as the 

‘penicillin girls’. One of the vessels appears in ‘Great Medical Discoveries’. Image by kind 
permission of the Sir William Dunn School of Pathology, University of Oxford.
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In today’s society, we would consider our-
selves to be environmentally aware. We have 
become a nation of blue bin and brown bin 
recycling addicts, concerned with global 
warming and melting ice caps. Although we 
have growing concerns regarding these is-
sues, there is one aspect that our eco-friendly 
nature has largely overlooked; coral.

Manchester Museum’s Coral: Something 
Rich and Strange exhibition aims to highlight 
environmental concerns whilst simultaneously 
displaying highlights from the art and sci-
ence collections of national and international 
galleries. Although the museum’s exhibition 
space is small, the collection of fascinat-
ing and beautiful objects  tell a story about 
biodiversity and the importance of marine 
environments today.

The collection displays a wide range of 
coral-related items including iconographic 
religious and mythological paintings such as 
Ippolita Scarsella Scarsellino’s ‘The Discovery 
of Coral’. Another famous painting included 
in the exhibition is Rossetti’s depiction of 
a young girl wearing a coral necklace. The 
exhibition itself is diverse, examining the uses 
of coral in medicine, magic and its decora-
tive appeal. Although the exhibition aims to 

‘Coral: Something Rich and 
Strange’, Manchester Museum, 
29 November 2013-16 March 
2014.

present an organism at risk, the wide range 
of coral jewellery on display sends a rather 
mixed message to the audience. The histori-
cal and cultural significance of the decorative 
coral trade should not be discarded, but rather 

presented in a way that morally highlights the 
negative impact that this trade has had on 
our marine environment. The exhibition fails 
to send a strong enough message regarding 
this issue.

This exhibition will appeal more to younger 
visitors who will enjoy seeing the fascinating 
and beautiful coral objects presented in an 
under-water themed space of blue shimmer-
ing light. But a word of warning to those visi-
tors who wish to experience a truly gripping 
exhibition on our diminishing coral coastline; 
this exhibition may not live up to your envi-
ronmentally aware expectations.

Accompanying the exhibition is a beauti-
fully produced book, Coral: Something Rich 
and Strange (University of Liverpool Press, 
£19.99), edited by the exhibition curator 
Marion Endt-Jones. This book combines short 
articles on a variety of topics ranging from the 
science of coral to the cultural history of coral, 
with lavish illustrations of objects from the 
exhibition but also some items that couldn’t 
be included in the exhibition. Following an 
overview by Endt-Jones, the book is divided 
into 27 short chapters. The opening curatorial 
essay provides an insightful introduction to 
the use of coral as both a material and a sym-
bol in western culture since antiquity, and sets 
the exhibition in the context of the academic 
project from which it is derived. 

The chapters are interspersed with numer-
ous illustrations, and cover a range of topics 
including articles on coral collections in the 
UK, snippets from the history of science and 

The Illustrated London News depicts visitors to the new Coral Room at the 
British Museum in April 1847. Image courtesy of Wellcome Images.

Visitors to ‘Coral: Something Rich and Strange’ at the Manchester Museum in 2013. 
Photograph by Paul Cliff, supplied courtesy of Manchester Museum.
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The National Inventors Hall of Fame wants 
to increase the diversity of its candidate 
pool and the technologies represented, 
and we hope that you can assist us in that 
endeavour.  The National Inventors Hall 
of Fame was established in 1973 to honor 
individuals who conceived, patented, and 
advanced great technological achievements 
that have benefited our society.  The criteria 
for Induction require that candidates hold a 
U.S. patent and that they have contributed 
to the nation’s welfare and the progress 
of science, the economy, and the useful 
arts.  Examples of Inductees from past years 
include Steve Sasson, inventor of the digital 
camera; Esther Takeuchi, inventor of the bat-
tery that powers implantable defibrillators; 
George Devol, inventor of the industrial 
robot; Jim West and Gerhard Sessler, inven-
tors of the electret microphone; and Yvonne 
Brill, inventor of the electric thruster that 
keeps satellites on-orbit. 

We very much hope that you will be able 
to suggest candidates that represent diver-
sity (women and minorities). Our goal is to 
consider inventors to honor in 2014, so we 
would appreciate hearing any suggestions 
as soon as possible.  In addition to names 
and invention information, we would be 
glad to receive your suggestions for sources 
of additional information.

The National Inventors Hall of Fame 
Museum is located in Alexandria, VA on the 
campus of the United States Patent and 
Trademark Office and provides the oppor-
tunity for visitors to explore our Inductees 
and their achievements.  It is part of the 
Invent Now organization which has the 
goal of fostering inventor education and 
recognition through additional programs 
such as Camp Invention and the Collegiate 
Inventors Competition.  You can learn more 
about the Hall of Fame and the organisation 
at www.invent.org. 

Thank you for your help in recognising 
worthy inventors who have shaped the way 
we live our lives.  If you have any questions, 
please feel free to contact Thad Parsons 
(tparsons@invent.org). 

Notices

National Inventors 
Hall of Fame

The Doctoral Programme, ‘The Sciences in 
Historical, Philosophical and Cultural Con-
texts’ at the University of Vienna announces 
the award of up to 7 fully paid doctoral 
student positions and up to 6 associate posi-
tions for up to 4 years beginning 1 October 
2014.

With the support of the Austrian Science 
Foundation, the University of Vienna offers 
a Ph.D. programme, the aims of which are: 
to offer a structured interdisciplinary cur-
riculum in History, Philosophy and Cultural 
Studies of Science with the collaboration of 
international visitors, and to make possible 
the joint supervision of dissertations by his-
torians/philosophers of science and natural 
scientists/mathematicians.

Employment requirements: Completed 
advanced degree (Magister/Diplom/Master) 
in History, Philosophy, History of Science, 
History and Philosophy of Science, a rel-
evant natural, social or cultural science or 
Mathematics. Applicants with one or more 
relevant BA/BSc degrees may be considered 
in exceptional cases.

Proposed research topics should be 
relevant to at least one of the topic areas 
of the programme. Information on the 
programme’s aims, faculty, topic areas and 
possible dissertation topics can be found at 
the following web site: 

http://dk-sciences-contexts.univie.ac.at/ 
Application procedure:

An application for a studentship or an 
associate position must be supported by 
the following documentation in German or 
English:

- A cover letter stating the reasons for 
applying;

Curriculum vitae;
- Documentation of previous studies and 

copies of all university degrees received;
- A brief exposé of the proposed dis-

sertation project (maximum 5 pages) with 
bibliography (maximum one page), stating 
the relation of the proposed project to the 
research topic areas of the program (see 
web site) or the reasons for proposing a 
project outside the topic areas;

- Two letters of recommendation, one of 
which being preferably from the advisor of 
the latest degree thesis. These should be 
sent separately by the deadline date either 
by e-mail or by post.

Applications are due by 17 March 2014, 
and may be addressed to the Job Center of 
the University of Vienna, Universitätsring 
1, 1010 Vienna, Austria (jobcenter@univie.

PhD studentships - Vienna

ac.at) (key number 4638), or directly via 
dk-application2014@univie.ac.at. Applica-
tion by e-mail with attachments is preferred. 
Contact for inquiries Mitchell Ash (mitchell.
ash@univie.ac.at).

A new translation of Carl Friedrich Gauss’s 
1839 article ‘Allgemeine Theorie des 
Erdmagnetismus’ (‘General Theory of Ter-
restrial Magnetism’) has been published 
by Karl-Heinz Glassmeier (Institut für 
Geophysik, Technical University of Braun-
schweig, Germany) and Bruce Tsurutani 
(Jet Propulsion Laboratory, California Insti-
tute of Technology, USA). In addition, they 
have included numerous remarks on the 
work of Gauss, additional observational 
material, and bibliographical details on 
contemporary scientists cited by Gauss.
The paper was published in February 
2014 in History of Geo- and Space Sciences 
(HGSS), and can be read and downloaded 
free of charge from the Online Library on 
the HGSS home page: http://www.hist-
geo-space-sci.net/5/11/2014/.

cultural history of coral, and the history of art-
works used in the exhibition. Each is well writ-
ten and concludes with a selection of useful 
references for further study. Although these 
don’t always seem to fall naturally together, 
read individually in the bite-sized chunks 
in which they were intended is a satisfying 
experience. One can’t help but feel, though, 
that the epilogue which contrasts ‘oceanphilia’ 
(the successes of recent ocean conservation) 
with ‘oceanocide’ (which is what?) should have 
perhaps been place front and centre of the 
exhibition rather than concealed at the end 
of the accompanying book. Nevertheless if 
you can’t make it to Manchester to see Coral in 
person, Coral: Something Rich and Strange is a 
book that deserves a place on your bookshelf.

Ultimately the accompanying book perhaps 
slight usurps the exhibition in terms of overall 
quality of execution. Perhaps this reflects 
the academic nature of the project itself, but 
nevertheless the gallery is well worth a visit. 
Because as the quote from William J. Dakin 
used in the book suggests, ‘There is some-
thing in the psychology of mankind to which 
coral reefs never fail to appeal.’ 

Mischa Welsh
History of art, university of Manchester

sam robinson
CHsTM, university of Manchester

samuel.robinson-3@postgrad.manchester.ac.uk

Gauss: new translation
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Conference Reports
BSHS Postgraduate Conference
University of Leeds, 8-10 January 2014

Going to a BSHS postgraduate conference 
is like being trapped inside a bubble over 
the course of three days. You seem to lose all 
sense of awareness of what is actually going 
on in the outside world as you try to absorb 
the contents of a very tightly-packed schedule 
of a highly eclectic mix of papers, network-
ing with fellow researchers, food and vast 
quantities of alcohol, with a couple of hours 
sleep crammed somewhere in between. This 
year the annual BSHS conference was held 
in Leeds, birthplace of the retailer Marks & 
Spencer, Tetley’s beer, and Waddington games 

(amongst many others). And while some of 
these companies have vastly outgrown their 
origins or have been bought out, Leeds still 
remains a major centre for manufacturing in 
the UK today for engineering, print, food and 
drink. So before the conference had even be-
gun, Leeds already helped to set the scene for 
plenty of enlivened discussion about science, 
medicine and technology. The location for 
the conference inside the art deco Parkinson 
Building lent a particularly grandiose aura to 
the proceedings.

This year the Leeds organising committee 
clearly went out of their way to capture the 
strengths of the department with sessions 
devoted to philosophy alongside history 
and sociology of science, as well as shed-
ding light on contemporary policy-making to 
encompass the many weird, wonderful, and 
thought-provoking discoveries of postgradu-
ate research. So cue papers illustrating design 
plans for huge concrete sky-high motorways 
across London (vaguely resembling some-
thing straight out of an episode of Captain 
Scarlett) and architectural plans for a socialist-
inspired House of Commons in the 1960s; an 
investigation of colonial mapping techniques 
in what was then Northern Rhodesia, which 
was often mostly about learning on the job; 
learning the method behind ancient and 
medieval mathematics in India; or using Jim 
Secord’s ‘Knowledge in Transit’ article to probe 
the circulation of celebrity culture around 
self-mythologiser Richard Feynman and trippy 
populariser of astronomy Carl Sagan. Another 
paper examined the culture of the compu-
ter hobbyist movement in America, which 
interestingly showed how Bill Gates even tried 
to distance himself from them in a letter that 
suggested they were essentially all thieves! 
And that’s just a sample of some of the many 
diverse papers that I managed to see during 
the conference.

In between the ‘mind-bending’ activities of 
research were also three papers given by lec-
turers of the now renamed ‘School of Philoso-
phy, Religion and the History of Science’. This 
started with Graeme Gooday reminding us of 
the versatility of a PhD in History of Science 
and telling us not to be ‘divas’ when it comes 

Programmes and badges ready to go - and sporting the new postgraduate conference 
logo. Photo courtesy of the conference organisers.

Attendees hear just one of the wide-ranging talks at the 2014 postgraduate conference. Photo courtesy of the conference organisers.
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to getting a job but instead to think about 
how we can ‘meet the needs’ of the institu-
tions that we might apply to in the future. And 
just one of those many jobs, which a PhD in 
History of Science might come in handy for, 
can be found within the museum sector. This 
led us nicely on to a discussion during the sec-
ond day by Claire Jones from the Museum of 
the History of Science, Technology and Medi-
cine at Leeds who showed us the importance 
of studying the objects themselves instead of 
simply writing about them ‘remotely’. Claire 
aptly demonstrated this point by getting out 
the rather unusual ‘tobacco resuscitation kit’ 
from the museum’s collections that appears to 
have left little traces in the written record. The 
last discussion point of the conference came 
from Greg Radick reassuring and generally 
boosting our confidence when it comes to 
the world of publishing by reminding us that 

Greg Radick gives advice on how to negotiate the modern ‘republic of letters’ that is aca-
demic publishing. Photo courtesy of conference organisers.

We’re currently recruiting a 
new editor: the role entails 
commissioning and editing 
copy and creating layout. A 
nose for good content, edi-
torial accuracy, and ability 
to work to tight deadlines 
are all essential. The edi-
tor is supported in her/his 
tasks by an assistant, and 
software training can be 
provided. Normal tenure is 
three years. The editorship 
is unpaid but generates 
excellent CV points. Former 
editor Rebekah Higgitt says 
‘I probably owe my job at 
the National Maritime Mu-
seum to Viewpoint!’

A full job description is 
available from office@bshs.
org.uk – applications to 
the same address by 31 
March 2014. Applications 
should consist of a brief CV 
and cover letter explain-
ing interest in the role and 
any relevant experience, 
together with any ideas for 
updating the magazine.

we are essentially contributing to a modern 
‘republic of letters’ where anyone is free to 
submit an article for academic scrutiny and 
receive useful feedback in the process. I have 
to say that whilst the first and last talk alarmed 
me somewhat as someone in the middle of 
a PhD, I did come away feeling how to better 
adapt and apply three years worth of research 
when it comes to negotiating the world of 
starting a career in academia and beyond.

So hats off to you all for making another 
splendid BSHS conference and I am certainly 
looking forward to the next one!

ruth Wainman
university of Kent

p.r.wainman@kent.ac.uk

Want to be the 
next Viewpoint 

editor?
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This year’s HSS meeting celebrated the 100th 
anniversary of Isis, and the MIT Museum 
hosted a wonderful reception to commemo-
rate the occasion complete with a special Isis 
cake. The Isis Bibliography was the topic of an 
interesting session, as well as a reception. But 
HSS was much more than festivities related 
to the Isis centennial. The meeting opened on 
the Thursday with four parallel sessions and a 
special public engagement session followed 
by an exciting plenary session on experiments 
in scientific story-telling with papers from Ken 
Alder, Carla Nappi and Pamela Smith, chaired 
by Hélène Mialet. The first day concluded with 
the opening reception. As both Friday and 
Saturday had no fewer than 42 sessions each 
- in addition to round table discussions, work-
shops, forums, and special lectures - there was 
something to suit everyone’s interests. 

With this many sessions it is impossible to 
give everyone the credit they deserve, and I 
will merely highlight a few of the papers I had 
the opportunity to attend. To truly appreciate 
the diversity of the presentations at the HSS 
meeting, one can take to Twitter - particularly 
@hssonline and #hss2013 - for wonderful 
short summaries of papers and events. The 
importance of digital projects for the future 
of the discipline was emphasized throughout 
the meeting. Friday evening’s five parallel 
workshops included a ‘Wikipedia Workshop’, 
one on using digital and computational meth-
ods in research, and one on incorporating a 
pedagogical approach using games known 
as ‘Reacting to the Past’. Combining reflec-
tions on possibilities and challenges posed 
by new digital developments for cataloging 
archives of prolific letter writers, the session 

History of Science Society

‘Correspondence in Modern Science’ featured 
papers on four correspondence projects by 
Tina Cianquitto, Melinda Baldwin, Barbara 
Becker and Diana Kormos-Buchwald. Janet 
Browne chaired the session and Bernard Light-
man provided the commentary. The session 
also emphasized the importance of letters as 
an archival resource. For example, Baldwin 
showed how John Tyndall’s correspondence 
gives new insights into the referee process of 
Victorian Britain. 

An impressive number of sessions focused 
on the history of science, technology and 
medicine in the extra-European context. For 
example, the session ‘Madness in the Colo-
nies’ elaborated upon the history of mental 
health in the Colonial context, with papers by 
Christina Ramos, Erik Linstrum, Latif Nasser 
and Anouska Bhattacharyya. Particularly, 

Bhattacharyya challenged the perception 
of asylums in British India as a site where 
Europeans implemented colonial power, and 
problematised our understanding of the inter-
actions between coloniser and colonised. The 
session ‘Developmentalism and the Human 
Sciences in 19th-Century Britain’ showed how 
narrative genres and ideologies of develop-
mentalism shaped the human sciences in the 
Colonial context, with papers by Theodore 
Koditschek, Ian Hesketh and Efram Sera-Shriar. 
Peter Harrison chaired the session and James 
Elwick provided the commentary. The theme 
of narratives in science was also a focus of the 
HSS Distinguished Lecture ‘Life on the Moon, 
Newspapers on Earth’ by Jim Secord. During 
the keynote we finally discovered the true 
origin of Batman, not in Gotham City but in 
the streets of London. The Sarton Medal for 
lifetime scholarly achievement in the history 
of science was awarded to Simon Schaffer, and 
although the medal was momentarily lost it 
eventually found its way to Schaffer.

The Westin Boston Waterfront Hotel was a 
great choice of venue, with spacious lecture 
rooms, and excellent service. Moreover, the 
HSS organizers had ensured that there was a 
quiet room and a nursing room available. The 
poster session included 13 posters, which I 
believe was the largest so far. The book exhibit 
was well attended and it appeared the acqui-
sition officers on site did not have a single 
moment of rest.

All in all, it is safe to say that this year’s HSS 
meeting was a great success, and I look for-
ward to next year’s meeting in Chicago. 

Nanna Katrine Lüders Kaalund
york university

nannaklk@yorku.ca

Boston, 21-24 November 2013

The MIT museum hosted the Isis birthday party. Photo courtesy of HSS.

Isis editors cut the celebratory cake. Photo courtesy of HSS.
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The Viewpoint Interview
Aileen Fyfe is Reader in the School of History at 
the University of St Andrews, which is hosting 
this summer’s BSHS Conference.

Who or what first turned you towards the 
history of science?
My A-level biology teacher was Cambridge-
trained, and knew that HPS existed. When 
preparing us for Oxbridge admissions, he 
introduced us to the philosophy of science 
and got us reading Alan Chalmers, What 
is this thing called science? I can’t really 
remember why I decided to take HPS as one 
of my second-year options as a Cambridge 
natural scientist, but I’m sure my previous 
exposure to a different way of looking at 
science had something to do with it. I don’t 
recollect finding the lectures of Simon 
Schaffer and Jim Secord more inspiring 
than those of Peter Lipton, and yet, as it 
turned out, it was history rather than phi-
losophy of science that really gripped me, 
and I’d certainly decided that by the end of 
my second year.

What’s your best dinner-table history of 
science gambit?
I have rarely if ever worked on scientific 
theories or researchers that anybody now 
would have heard of, and I used to get fed 
up that fellow diners responded to discov-
ering I worked on mid-19th-century science 
by telling me all about their understand-
ing of Darwin and religion. Now, I tend to 
say that I work on the communication and 
popularisation of science, or how ordinary 
people come to know anything about the 
sciences; and I find that one can have fas-
cinating discussions about the teaching of 
science in schools, or science on television, 
or science lectures, with a wide range of 
people. The things I’m interested in strike a 
chord with a lot of contemporary concerns.

What has been your best career moment?
The last year has been very good for me 
in terms of professional recognition, in 
particular with the prizes for my book 
Steam-Powered Knowledge (2012). I find 
that, towards the end of the book-writing 
process, I become so wrapped up in it that 
I can no longer tell whether anyone else 
will appreciate it. Winning the prizes – and 
seeing the generous words of the judging 
committees – gave me a wonderful warm 
glow, that ordinary book reviews don’t 

seem to! I was particularly 
delighted to receive the 
Edelstein Prize from the 
Society for the History 
of Technology, because 
many of the historio-
graphical points of the 
book are aimed at the 
history of technology and 
yet I feel an interloper in 
that field. So, getting the 
SHOT prize was fabulous!

And worst?
The one I keep remem-
bering is the reaction of 
my Cambridge Director 
of Studies when I told 
him that, for my final year, 
I would be taking HPS rather than Biochem-
istry: ‘What a waste of brains!’ At the time, it 
hurt horribly; and I mostly avoided him for 
years, despite being at the same college. 
Yet, I plucked up my courage to speak to 
him at my 20-year reunion recently… He 
remembered who I was, knew what I’d been 
doing since, and was delighted to see me. I 
wish I’d spoken to him years ago.

Which historical person would you most 
like to meet?
I’d like to attend a soirée with some of the 
learned women of the late 18th and early 
19th centuries, women like Hannah More, 
Anna Larpent, Anna Barbauld, Harriet Mar-
tineau, Mary Somerville, Anna Maria Hall, 
Elizabeth Gaskell, or Margaret Gatty. Few of 
them are familiar names from the history of 
popular science, but were all highly intel-
ligent, well-read, and well-connected. I’d 
like to ask them about their opportunities 
for intellectual engagement of all kinds, and 
see how awareness of the natural world and 
of the practical arts fitted into their world 
views. I imagine those ladies might have 
some very definite opinions, and we would 
have a most spirited discussion!

What are your favourite history of science 
books?
John Brooke’s Science and Religion was key 
to my early work, for showing me a different 

aspect of the history of science, that wasn’t 
concerned with the novelty of new theories 
or methods. Steven Shapin’s Scientific 
Revolution and Desmond & Moore’s Darwin 
are two that I keep setting to my students: 
short, inexpensive, and highly readable. 
Most recently, I’ve enjoyed Alison Winter’s 
Memory, which I found fascinating not 
merely for its content but for its form and 
structure: its chapters are self-contained 
episodes, yet they elegantly fit together 
into an overall picture.

What would you do to strengthen the his-
tory of science as a discipline? 
One of the great things about the history 
of science in Britain is its size: big enough 
for critical mass, but not too big to lose the 
feeling of community. It may be a totally 
false impression, but I feel as if I know most 
people working in history of science in 
Britain (and if I don’t, I’m sure I do know 
them at one remove). I see many of them 
every year, at the BSHS annual conferences. 
Having a strong community at the heart 
of the discipline seems to me to be crucial, 
particularly as more and more historians of 
science – like me – work in general history 
departments. I would love the BSHS to have 
the financial resources (yes, I am an ex-BSHS 
Treasurer!) to be even more active on behalf 
of the discipline, both with grants, but also 
in terms of public and policy engagement.
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