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Editorial
I

This issue we celebrate 50 years of the 
British Journal for the History of Science. To com-
memorate this anniversary, in our feature arti-
cle we asked five current scholars to reflect on 
the Journal’s original contents from June 1962. 
Covering a range of time periods, disciplines, 
places and people, the five papers provide a 
fascinating historiographic time capsule. Past 
editors Simon Schaffer and Janet Browne 
have  also selected their favourites from the 
BJHS archives, and share some of their editorial 
memories in the questionnaire.  Jim Mussell 
reflects more generally on the past, present 
and future of academic publishing, in his 
insightful opening commentary on the 
journal form.

We have reports from many of the varied 
history of science conferences that took 
place over the summer, on topics from 
from early modern art to current science 
communication. We also have a photo 
diary of the 3 Societies Conference in 
Philadelphia, including the golden BJHS 
anniversary reception and the Elixir of Life! 
Finally, as ever, there are book reviews, 
news and other announcements.

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

Melanie Keene, Editor

BJHS: Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow

This is an interesting moment to have an anni-
versary in academic publishing.  It seems like 
the industry is always in a crisis of one form or 
another, whether related to declining sales of 
monographs or increasing subscription costs 
for journals (the two are not unconnected).  
However, the publication of the Finch report 
in July and its recent endorsement by the 
UK government represents a real shift in 
the economy that underpins how journals 
are financed.  The Finch report, for those of 
you not following the tribulations of British 
HE, recommended moving towards Gold 
Open Access (ie peer-reviewed content that 
is available free at the point of use) funded 
through Author Processing Charges (APCs).   
These recommendations, while representing a 
welcome embrace of open access, have been 
roundly criticised for what the report left out.  
Rather than go over this again, I’d like to focus 
on what these recommendations might mean 
for the academic journal as a genre.

The journal is a remarkably durable print 
form that has served scholarship well for 
centuries.  While what was understood as 
appropriate scholarship has shifted dramati-
cally over time, the form of the journal has 
robustly resisted innovation.  Although read-
ers unfamiliar with early volumes of the Philo-

sophical Transactions might be thrown by the 
typography and range of content, they would 
easily recognise it as a journal and know how 
it should be read.  The form of the journal 
successfully serves a number of purposes.  It is 
a good way of getting content out promptly, 
but its rhythms also allowed the supply of 
content to be managed.  As a business model, 
journal publishing is more forgiving than one-
off publication as overheads are lower and 
investment can be recouped over a sustained 
period of time.  It has proven a good way to 
make money, allowing publishers to profit by 
serving scholarship, whether through publica-
tions published in collaboration with societies 
or as independent commercial concerns.  For 
scholarly societies, the journal provides a 
textualised representation of the community, 
helping to distribute its codes and ideals 
and coalesce distant readers into communi-
ties, while also providing a useful source of 
income.  For contributors, the existence of 
a parent publication can provide a useful 
famework for content, conferring authority 
onto whatever is published.  For the scholarly 
community as a whole, the journal distributes 
content in a way that is easily organised, form-
ing a browsable archive in the volumes lined 
up on the shelf.

Jim Mussell reflects on the genre of the academic journal
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Feature: BJHS@50
To commemorate the BJHS anniversary, we asked 5 current schol-
ars to reflect on the articles published in issue #1 from June 1962. 
Andy Gregory, Frank James, Peter Jones, Michael Kay and Greg 
Radick each explore the papers’ importance and legacy.

An inattentive reader comparing the first with 
more recent issues of the BJHS might be for-
given for thinking that not much has changed 
in history of science over the last fifty years. 
The subject matter looks remarkably similar – 
papers on the history of institutions, commu-
nication technology and genetics all continue 
to be written about in the Journal and else-
where. But a detailed reading of the first issue 
of BJHS reveals an entirely different approach 
to how science was then understood histori-
cally and how this was communicated. All the 
papers were read at ‘Ordinary Meetings’ of the 
Society and their publication in a new journal 
was a clear extension of the practice adopted 
by the Society’s Bulletin that had been previ-
ously published since 1949 and indeed the 
general practice of other learned societies at 
that time. Hence the published papers retain 
signs of their original oral presentation.

In terms of the differences in approach 
towards the subject matter between then and 
now, this must surely be attributed in large 
measure to the changes that have occurred 
over the past half century as to who practices 
the history of science. Of the five contributors 
all but the medievalist Charles Talbot were 
scientists. Leonard Clarke was a narrator at the 
London planetarium where he gave his talk 
on Babylonian and Greek astronomy, whilst 
Edward Marland was an electrical engineer 
and Thomas Martin a physicist who had held 
various administrative positions at the Insti-
tute of Physics, the Ministry of Supply, Home 
Office and the Royal Institution where he 
edited Michael Faraday’s laboratory notebook 
in the 1930s. Although primarily concerned 
with the content of science, in this issue he 
wrote about the founding of the Royal Institu-
tion, but recognised that this might not be of 
great interest to the Society, writing at the end 
of his paper: ‘I feel that I owe the Society an 
apology for this paper. It is not really history 
of science, but social history’. I cannot really 

imagine any paper in today’s BJHS concluding 
with such a sentiment.

But what Martin’s apology does reflect, 
quite precisely, is that at that point the vast 
majority of members of the BSHS and readers 
of the BJHS were scientists, interested in the 
history of the development of the content 
of science as a self-contained and generated 
body of knowledge, independent of other 
areas of society and culture. Despite all its 
weaknesses (seen from today), Martin’s paper 
does at least recognise the existence of a 
social dimension to science. 

The nature of the readership of the BJHS is 
further evinced by the fascinating account 
of the visit by the Society to Cambridge on 
13 May 1961. Among other events they were 
entertained by the Professor of Modern 
History Herbert Butterfield who gave a talk 
on the development of history of science in 
Cambridge where he acknowledged the role 
of Joseph Needham in the 1930s. Butterfield 
had not always been so generous towards 
either Needham or indeed the BSHS. In the 
1950s, because of its scientific bias, he had 
entertained a low opinion of the Society and 
had pointedly ignored Needham’s role in 
Cambridge. Whether Butterfield’s comments 
during the 1961 BSHS visit represented merely 
diplomatic niceties or a real change of opinion 
is not clear. Nevertheless, the agenda that But-
terfield had established during the 1940s and 
1950s was one of the key influences in pro-
moting and communicating an historical and 
contextual view of science. From its scientific 
beginnings the Journal during the past half 
century has become one of the major vehicles 
for developing this approach to the history of 
science.

Frank James
royal Institution
fjames@ri.ac.uk

 What has been surprising is the way the 
print journal migrated into digital form.  The 
emergence of the web transformed the inter-
net into a publishing platform and prompted 
endless predictions of print’s demise.  As we 
know, whereas the newspaper industry has 
still not worked out how to make news pay in 
the digital age, the book has thrived, albeit, 
perhaps, at the cost of the high street book 
shop.  Scholarly publishing came late to the 
web, suspicious of a medium that looked 
ephemeral when compared to print.  The ben-
efits of digital archives, however, were quickly 
grasped and enterprises such as JSTOR (1995-) 
demonstrated how back-issues might be digi-
tised and presented online.  For publishers, 
the digital archive was a way of monetising 
old volumes, creating new products of tre-
mendous value to scholars that could be sold 
to libraries in addition to ongoing institutional 
subscriptions.  The main benefits, online dis-
tribution and search, derived from new digital 
properties, but the way they were digitised 
replicated the forms of the print genre.

The key question is whether these print-
first digital journals get the best out of the 
web.  If they are primarily a way of distributing 
peer-reviewed articles, then the replication 
of seriality is not so important; and if scholars 
want their work read, they would be better 
served avoiding a publishing model that locks 
articles behind expensive paywalls.  Publishers 
are trying to adapt, offering access to articles 
online before they are attributed a place in 
the print journal and open access options to 
contributors who can pay, yet there are many 
features native to the web that still have no 
place in scholarly publishing.  The link, for 
instance, that fundamental building block of 
the web, remains excluded and the persistent 
use of pdf explicitly models paper.  The Finch 
report by no means answers these questions 
and, with its assumption that Gold Open 
Access must equal ‘author pays’, was never 
going to.  What it will do, however, is make 
scholars think differently about what they 
publish.  I hope that the shock at having to 
pay to give work away will prompt scholars to 
think harder about current forms of academic 
scholarship.  Many scholarly societies, includ-
ing our own, use their journals to raise rev-
enue but, if there are better ways to publish 
research then I think we have a responsibility 
to pursue them.

Jim Mussell
University of birmingham

j.mussell@bham.ac.uk

For a crowd-sourced list of Gold Open Access 
journals in the history of science that do not 

charge authors, see jimmussell.com.
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Editors’ picks
Simon Schaffer picks his 
top 5 articles from the BJHS 
archives...

A tough brief indeed.

•	 David Bloor, ‘Polyhedra and the 
abominations of Leviticus’, 11 
(1978), 245-72

•	 Sophie Forgan, ‘Context, image and 
function: a preliminary enquiry into 
the architecture of scientific socie-
ties”, 19 (1986), 89-113

•	 Deborah Jean Warner, ‘What is a 
scientific instrument, when did it 
become one and why?’ 23 (1990), 
83-93

•	 John Christie, ‘Aurora, Nemesis and 
Clio’, 26 (1993), 391-405

•	 Anne Secord, ‘Corresponding 
interests: artisans and gentlemen in 
nineteenth century natural history’ 
27 (1994), 383-408

and, because cheating might be allowed, 
here are the next five:

•	 D T Whiteside, ‘Newton’s early 
thoughts on planetary motion: a 
fresh look’, 2 (1964), 117-37

•	 Dorinda Outram, ‘Politics and voca-
tion: French science 1793-1830’, 13 
(1980), 27-43

•	 Jack Morrell, ‘Wissenschaft in 
Worstedopolis: public science in 
Bradford 1800-1850’, 18 (1985), 1-23

•	 William Ashworth, ‘The calculating 
eye: Herschel, Babbage and the 
business of astronomy’, 27 (1994), 
409-41

•	 Alistair Sponsel, ‘Constructing a 
revolution in science: the campaign 
to promote a favourable reception 
for the 1919 solar eclipse experi-
ments’, 35 (2002), 439-67

and I didn’t even get to include Joseph 
Needham’s extraordinary and ridicu-
lously self-indulgent opening address at 
the 1977 International Congress of the 
History of Science, which I heard at the 
first such event I ever attended, and is 
printed in BJHS 11 (1978). 

Edward Allen Marland presents a survey of 
interesting milestones in the history, and 
pre-history, of telecommunications.  He starts 
by describing how some in the 16th and 17th 
centuries  believed that needles magnetised 
from the same lodestone could enable com-
munication at a distance – when one moved, 
so would the other.  However, he seems here 
to have included magnetic communication 
only for its curiosity value, rather than for any 
light it sheds, in his account, on the develop-
ment of electrical communications.

Moving into the 18th century, Marland com-
ments that: ‘Eventually, the electromagnetic 
telegraph was approached via the phenom-
ena of static electricity rather than magnetism.’ 
This deterministic sentiment seems to assume 
that the eventual outcome was both intended 
and inevitable; as such Marland’s account 
shares much with other histories written by 
engineers about their own disciplines, for 
example the early historians of the telephone 
J. E. Kingsbury (1915), and F. G. C. Baldwin 
(1925).  Indeed this is Marland’s background, 
having studied engineering at Nottingham 
before the Second World War and taught 
physics and electrical engineering afterwards.

Marland then mentions two important 
developments from the early 19th century: 
the invention of the Voltaic pile and Oersted’s 
discovery of the effect of electricity on mag-
nets.  He then tells the stories of the Bavarian 
and the Russian – Sömmering and Schilling 
respectively – whose early work resulted in a 
sort of experimental demonstration model of 
the telegraph, and the Englishmen – Cooke 
and Wheatstone – and the American – Morse 
– who brought telegraphy to a state of com-
mercial viability.  A couple of years after Mar-
land’s publication Geoffrey Hubbard (1965) 
provided more detail on this story.  Marland 
next provides an informative account of the 
laying of the Atlantic telegraph, the social and 
economic aspects of which have since been 
elucidated by Hugh Barty-King (1979), Daniel 
Headrick (1988 and 1991), and Gillian Cookson 
(2003).

Rich in information and detail regard-
ing instruments and apparatus, Marland’s is 
essentially a summarised technical history, 
paying less attention to the social or eco-
nomic context within which these technolo-

gies were developed.  He spends only one 
paragraph mentioning some key early uses of 
the telegraph, and he does not go into detail 
regarding the systems and networks which 
were vital to the use of such communications 
technologies.  Since then, many scholars have 
worked on these aspects, such as Jeffrey Keive 
(1973), who evaluated the social and eco-
nomic history of the telegraph, and Iwan Rhys 
Morus (1991, 1996) and Richard Noakes (1999, 
2002), who have written about the interface 
between telegraphy and culture, including 
spiritualism.   

Marland’s history ends with Bell demon-
strating his first telephone instrument at the 
1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia, 
but the success of telephony at this point was 
not inevitable.  Subsequent social histories 
have dealt with the spread of telephony in 
more detail, for example Ithiel de Sola Pool 
(1977), whose edited volume is very influ-
ential, Carolyn Marvin (1988) and Claude 
Fischer (1992).  More recently, scholars such 
as Graeme Milne (2007, 2010) have begun 
to consider telephone users as influential 
in shaping the development of telephony, 
especially in the commercial sphere.  My own 
research broadens out this perspective to 
include different groups of users interacting 
with different early forms of telephony follow-
ing its introduction into Britain.

Although Marland’s article does not appear 
to have been that influential, this is probably 
because, two years later, his book Early Electri-
cal Communication provided an expanded 
treatment of the subject.  This has been cited 
more widely, including by the journalist 
Tom Standage in his popular 1997 book The 
Victorian Internet.  Recently, studies such as 
Jon Agar’s 2003 history of the mobile phone, 
Constant Touch have also brought the study 
of electrical communication into the 21st 
century.

Michael Kay
University of Leeds

michael_a_kay@hotmail.co.uk
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Why did Gregor Mendel’s 1866 paper on pea 
hybrids became famous only from 1900? At a 
distance of half a century, J. S. Wilkie’s answer 
makes for surprisingly familiar reading.  In 
common with so many historians since, Wilkie 
– who, then as throughout his career, was 
based at UCL – stressed the convergence ca 
1900 of two trends: first, the gradual emer-
gence of heredity and variation as objects of 
investigation in their own right, in the context 
of debates over the nature of species; second, 
the parallel growth in recognition that, at 
the cellular level, inheritance is governed by 
chromosomes.

Wilkie’s version of this story has not, it must 
be said, been especially well remembered.  I 
had not come across it before; and though 
Google Scholar identifies thirteen citations, 
the article goes unmentioned in now-stand-
ard histories such as Robert Olby’s Origins of 
Mendelism (1966/1985) and Peter Bowler’s The 
Mendelian Revolution (1989).  The latter does, 
however, cite a series of 1956 articles by Wilkie 

on Buffon and evolution; and one of the most 
interesting reflections in the 1962 article is not 
about Mendel or Mendelism but about Buffon 
and Darwin, and how both men confronted 
the problem of species as above all a problem 
in knowing whether species categories rep-
resent real discreteness in nature or arbitrary 
cuts within natural continua.

Viewpoint readers may, from the above, 
have got the impression of a piece of writing 
in the ‘history of ideas’ genre characteristic of 
the era; and so it is.  The technical content of 
the scientific books and articles under discus-
sion is covered in some detail, with a half-page 
note added at the end explaining in basic 
terms the Danish investigator Wilhelm Johan-
nsen’s work on ‘pure lines’ and its significance.  
(For Wilkie, it was this work that resolved the 
Buffonian-Darwinian question about discrete-
ness and continua, showing that both are real, 
but that discreteness is more fundamental, 
with continua arising in a temporary way from 
mixing across otherwise stable, separable 

lineages.)  None of Wilkie’s cast of charac-
ters appears, on his telling, to have actually 
interacted in any way.  And nothing is said of 
the rise of eugenics or other elements of the 
wider surround that historians of later genera-
tions would include in explaining how Mendel 
came to matter as and when he did.

Even so, they might find Wilkie’s attempt 
worth reading.  His Buffon-Darwin point is 
one of several insights and connections that 
are, for anyone interested in the biological 
‘big picture’, surprising and stimulating.  And 
there are intriguing references that, if pursued, 
might open up new lines of inquiry.  I don’t 
think, for example, that I’d ever before read of 
a French botanist named Alexis Jordan; but, 
one learns from Wilkie, the Dutch botanist 
and Mendel ‘rediscoverer’ Hugo de Vries was a 
great admirer of Jordan’s research on invariant 
subspecies.  And I very much hope to track 
down the Encyclopaedia Britannica article 
quoted in the following sentence – itself a nice 
example of Wilkie’s connection-making ability: 
‘The concept of pure line, which might be 
considered a refinement of that of Jordanian 
species, has been described by Professor J. B. 
S. Haldane as “fundamental in all subsequent 
genetics”.’

Greg radick
University of Leeds

g.m.radick@leeds.ac.uk

Charles Talbot’s article on Simon Bredon, the 
14th century physician, mathematician and 
astronomer from Merton College, Oxford, is 
still the basis of our knowledge of what Simon 
did, and why he was important. Talbot’s notice 
of Bredon in his Medicine in Medieval England 
(1967), with that in the Dictionary of Scientific 
Biography, summarise the findings of this 
original article. One of the great strengths of 
the article is Talbot’s analytic skill in sorting-
out what Simon Bredon did write and what 
he did not, what was original about his work 
and what was simply restating or quoting the 
words of others (usually without acknowl-
edgement). Talbot’s judgment on these mat-
ters was founded on close study of the extant 
manuscripts and detailed knowledge of the 
work of the authors who were Simon’s sources. 
Consequently his verdicts have stood up re-
markably well considering the variety of fields 
in which Simon operated and the amount of 
scholarly attention devoted to Mertonian sci-
ence since 1962.

Talbot writes elegantly even when dealing 
with the intricacies of scholastic science. His 
article is crisp and judicious in tone, rather in 
the manner of an exceptionally well-informed 
headmaster reporting on the career of a 
promising but wayward pupil.  The final sen-
tence does the summing up: ‘For though he 
lacked the genius to start a fire, he possessed 
ample enthusiasm for bearing the torch into 
dark and gloomy corners.’ Talbot judges that 
Simon was not an original thinker, but well 
respected ‘by some of the finest scientists of 
the day’, and points out that even after Simon 
Bredon’s death his writings were studied, 
annotated and cherished by more famous 
scholars. For modern readers this report-card 
approach may jar--and while it would be hard 
to disagree with the verdict, it deflects atten-
tion from some of the good reasons for taking 
an interest in Simon today.

As Faye Getz has pointed out, we should 
look at the Trifolium, Simon’s one medical 
work, as an intriguing piece of evidence for 

the influence of the quantitative approach 
originating at the University of Montpellier 
on English university medicine. The surviving 
fragment of what was planned as a massive 
compendium on medicine is really all the 
evidence we have for the impact of advanced 
scholastic medicine on Oxford teaching. 
Talbot is particularly dismissive on the subject 
of the Trifolium: ‘ I am greatly relieved that the 
whole works has not been preserved ... As a 
medical writer Bredon is methodical, painstak-
ing and meticulously detailed, but excruciat-
ingly dull’. 

Talbot has more time for Simon’s mathemat-
ics, astronomy and astrology. He gives most 
space in his article to consideration of Simon’s 
surviving commentary on part of Ptolemy’s 
Almagest, and this weighting is confirmed 
by George Molland’s article on Simon in the 
ODNB, which signals the need for someone 
to follow up on Talbot’s research on this com-
mentary. Perhaps though the most fascinating 
document of all, as duly noted by Talbot, is 
Simon’s will, for it charts the most significant 
library of medicine and science of its time, 
accompanied by tables of contents drawn up 
by Simon that would enable others to make 
use of it. 

Peter Jones
King’s college, cambridge

peter.jones@kings.cam.ac.uk
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Janet Browne picks her top 
5 articles from the BJHS 
archives...

•	 Steven Shapin, ‘Personal develop-
ment and intellectual biography: 
the case of Robert Boyle’, 26 (1993), 
335-45

•	 Anne Secord, ‘Corresponding in-
terests: artisans and gentlemen in 
nineteenth century natural history’ 
27 (1994), 383-408

•	 Martin Rudwick, ‘Charles Lyell 
speaks in the lecture theatre’, 9 
(1976), 147-55

•	 Hugh Torrens, ‘Mary Anning (1799-
1847) of Lyme; the greatest fossilist 
the world ever knew’’, 28 (1995), 
257-84

•	 Soraya de Chadarevian,  ‘Labora-
tory science versus country-house 
experiments. The controversy 
between Julius Sachs and Charles 
Darwin’, 29 (1996), 17-41

Sorry these are all from way back. But 
they each have a story behind them 
for me. They each hold some special 
personal memory and reflect my appre-
ciation of the author’s historical skills. 
They each have special merits. Anne 
Secord’s paper was instrumental in 
bringing artisanal naturalists into focus. 
Martin Rudwick achieved something 
fresh and new in delivering one of Lyell’s 
lectures in person. Hugh Torrens gave a 
wonderful BSHS presidential address on 
Mary Anning that turned into a major 
investigative project. Then Soraya de 
Chadarevian showed us that Darwin 
was a country-house experimentalist on 
the outskirts of the laboratory revolu-
tion. And Steven Shapin’s paper reveals 
his commitment to taking the construc-
tion and presentation of a life seriously.

Editors’ picks

The 20th century saw a gradual but signifi-
cant shift in our understanding of the early 
history of astronomy, away from an account 
looking solely to the ancient Greeks to one 
that included other ancient cultures as well. 
Leonard Clarke’s paper in the inaugural issue 
of BJHS was an important and self-conscious 
step in this process. It agues that there was an 
advanced mathematical and observational 
astronomy prior to the Greeks in ancient 
Babylonia and that subsequent Greek work, 
all the way down to Ptolemy, was significantly 
indebted to the Babylonians. While this sort 
of view was not original to Clarke, it is well 
argued here and reaches a wider audience 
than some of the preceding more specialised 
and technical studies.

Of particular importance is Clarke’s argu-
ment concerning the ‘Chaldean astrologers’. 
Until this paper, it had been common to 
dismiss Babylonian work on the heavens as 
merely astrological and of no importance 
to the history of astronomy. Clarke does not 
deny the Babylonian work was astrological, 
but argues that it was not in the main con-
cerned with personal horoscopes, but with 
predictions of the motions of the heavens that 
allowed more general portents to be made. 
Those predictions involved close observation 
of the heavens and mathematical calculations 
to generate the predictions which had intrin-
sic merit and were useful for the subsequent 
history of astronomy. Clarke further argues 
that there was also a transmission of ideas 
about how the heavens were structured and 
of some of the instruments used in the obser-
vation of the heavens.

One of Clarke’s strategies here has become 
commonplace in discussions of the relation of 
Greek and Babylonian science in later years, 
which is to question how sharp the traditional 
supposed differences are between the two 
cultures. It is not the case, he argues, that the 
Babylonians did astrology while the Greeks 
did astronomy. As we have seen, the Baby-
lonian activities involved a type of astrology 
but also involved observation, mathematics 
and prediction. The Greeks, on the other hand, 
had a significant interest in astrology which 
in some cases was not sharply distinguished 
from their interest in astronomy. While the 
Greeks may have been strong in geometry 
and theoretical mathematics, the Babylonians 
had a strong practical mathematics, were 
aware of practical applications of many results 
that the Greeks later proved more generally 
and, in some ways, for practical purposes the 

Babylonians had a superior place number 
system. Observation seems to have been 
more important to the Babylonians than to 
the early Greek philosophers in their study of 
the heavens. 

The debates on whether Thales, the sixth 
century BCE Greek philosopher, forecast an 
eclipse, how precise that prediction might 
have been and how he made the prediction 
have gone on. There is probably some sort of 
a consensus now with the position that Clarke 
argues for here, that Thales did make the 
prediction, that it was relatively vague (eclipse 
this year, rather than type of eclipse and date) 
and that he did so through some knowledge 
of the Babylonian records and predictions.

To back the transmission of astronomical 
ideas between the two cultures, Clarke argues 
that there was more contact and transmission 
of ideas between ancient cultures than was 
generally realised at the time and looks at the 
transmission of information in related fields 
such as calendar construction. Oriental influ-
ence on early Greek culture became, and to 
some extent still is, a strongly contested area.

Since Clarke’s paper, studies in this field 
have changed considerably. There has been a 
vast expansion of our knowledge of ancient 
Babylonia, both in terms of the technical 
astronomy with its observations, predictions 
and mathematical methods as well as its social 
setting. In particular, much work has been 
done on the nature of what we might rather 
loosely call the astrology of Babylonia in trying 
to understand what the Babylonians thought 
they were doing when they investigated the 
motions of the heavens.

There has also been a major change in the 
historiography, in no small part due to the 
papers published in a special edition of Isis in 
1992 on the Cultures of Ancient Science. Greek 
science is now not seen as the only ancient 
science or as the ultimate root of Western 
science. A further small but highly significant 
shift in historiography since then has been to 
look at what the Babylonians did as a matter 
with its own intrinsic interest, rather than sim-
ply as a precursor. So we attempt to examine 
and reconstruct what the Babylonian projects 
may have been in various fields, rather than 
simply look for information and methods that 
the Greeks may have found important.

 Andrew Gregory
University college, London

a.gregory@ucl.ac.uk

Read the editors’ favourites for 
free on the Cambridge Univer-
sity Press website:
http://journals.cambridge.org/
action/displaySpecialArticle?jid
=BJH&bespokeId=4464
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What was your best moment as BJHS edi-
tor? And worst?
The very warmest moment as BJHS editor 
was my encounter with Trish Hatton and 
Crosbie Smith in an exceptionally pleas-
ant country pub somewhere in Kent in 
2003 to discuss exactly what to do: once 
I’d realized how efficient and reliable was 
Trish, and how limited the powers vested 
in and duties demanded of the editor, the 
task seemed pleasingly straightforward. A 
darker passage was the realization during 
2007-8 of the ghastly implications of the 
European Science Foundation’s plan to 
establish a reference index for all humani-
ties journals, in which each journal would 
be assigned a rank. Together with Robert 
Fox (from Notes and Records of the Royal 
Society) and Iwan Morus  (from History of 
Science) we were able rapidly to organise 
an effective international campaign across 
the discipline against the proposal. Though 
that campaign was fairly successful, such 
initiatives as the Australian government’s 
current Excellence for Research in Australia, 
which produces lists of ranked journals to 
direct its researchers, a scheme now far too 
often adopted elsewhere, show the need 
for continued activism against this threat to 
scholarly work and quality. 

How do you think the BJHS compares to 
other history of science journals?
The number of journals in the field rose very 
rapidly between in the two decades before 
2004. Many were oriented towards specific 
scientific disciplines and well defined peri-
ods as theme, others adopted a confessedly 
evangelical attitude towards a specific his-
toriography. In comparison, BJHS will seem 
a journal of somewhat conservative format 
and rigorously reviewed content, with no 
evident limit on scope. Editors don’t choose 
any articles but they do (or can) reject not a 
few. BJHS basks in the fact that it receives a 
healthy surplus of publishable material. The 
work that matters most includes writing 
that does not obey the format of the schol-
arly article: in the period of my editorship, 
a couple of special issues (Simon Naylor’s 
2005 collection on historical geographies of 
science and Richard Dunn’s 2009 group of 
papers on instruments at Greenwich) were 
peculiarly effective. So, too, were some 
especially pungent essay reviews: by Jeff 
Hughes on the history of nuclear weapons 
(2004), Jamie Cohen-Cole on cybernetics 
(2008) and Yasmin Haskell on early modern 

melancholy (2009). But of course that had 
nothing to do with me: massive respect to my 
book reviews editor Greg Radick. 

Did you have any particular advice for your 
successor as BJHS editor?
The very title of BJHS has been a challenge: 
it was surprisingly often necessary to explain 
that this was not a journal for the history of 
British science, while the very term ‘science’ 
posed its own familiar disciplinary challenges. 
In terms of impact and international grasp. 
BJHS typically ranks rather highly in the field, 
and can help itself by ensuring it prints the 
best work from communities heretofore not 
well represented in conventional stories about 
the past of the sciences, though (as empha-
sized) such rankings are entirely invidious. 
Distribution, especially online, together with 
reliability and speed of editorial work, seem 
the key principles here: and this was almost 
all I risked passing on as advice to the current 
expert editorial team. 

How do you see the future shape of history of 
science journal publishing?
Crucial for the editors is the fact that BJHS 
generates a very large proportion of the in-
come of BSHS. A highly significant part of this 
surplus was generated by online subscription 
from institutions in the emerging economies. 
The Finch report on open access, accepted 
by the current government in July 2012, 
proposes that publishers receive their revenue 
from authors not readers; as of April 2013, so I 
understand, BJHS will only be able to publish 
material from work resourced by UK Research 
Councils if the journal complies with the Open 
Access Policy. That major funding change is 
an important part of the journal’s future. So, 
presumably, is the complete disappearance 
of paper publishing, and new schemes for 
print-on-demand. This raises some interesting 
opportunities for the journal: the extinction 
of the traditional model of the journal issue; 
the importance of special issues; the greater 
ease of rapid discussion forums online around 
the published material; the incorporation of a 
wide range of AV material inside the jour-
nal’s site.  This discipline will be well placed 
to exploit or at least make sense of all these 
developments, since they are also the topic of 
our scholarly inquiry. But all this depends on 
the continuing survival of strong institutional 
support for historians of the sciences and their 
many colleagues. Current UK policies don’t 
suggest this is certain or even probable. 

What was your best moment as BJHS edi-
tor? And worst? 
There were many excellent moments. It was 
fun to visit Cambridge University Press in 
the days when printing presses were still in 
use; the special numbers, of which the Stu-
dent issue, and the Cumulative Index, were 
both published in BSHS anniversary year 
1997; working with wonderful, warm-heart-
ed Book Review Editors; and regular contact 
with Wing Commander Bennett, whose dry 
sense of humour carried us through the 
Society’s annual cycle and provided eagerly 
anticipated updates on storage problems 
relating to the Monograph series. The 
best moment for me personally, however, 
was Council’s agreement that BJHS could, 
in future, have a salaried assistant.  This 
came at a time when it was a real stretch to 
persuade Council that the journal could do 
with some help, long before the agreeable 
upturn in the Society’s finances.  I felt very 
strongly that this was a structural thing that 
needed to be done in order to recruit new 
editors after me. The introduction of our 
fabulous BJHS Assistant, Ms Trish Hatton, 
just after I stepped down, made the inner 
workings of BJHS into a much more profes-
sional enterprise.  
Any worst moments should probably be 
left undocumented. They usually came on 
Sunday afternoons.

What’s your best dinner-table BJHS story?
Editors can’t ever tell stories except to other 
editors…..

Did you have any particular advice for your 
successor as BJHS editor?
For sure. On leaving, I gave my successor 
a list of helpful hints that are now utterly 
obsolete and possibly were even then. 

How do you see the future shape of history 
of science journal publishing?
The avalanche of titles makes the field 
extremely diverse and increasingly hard 
for purchasing libraries to categorize and 
justify. It might be time to start consolidat-
ing around a few key titles. Or maybe follow 
the route of PLOS (Public Library of Science) 
and go for a small stable of electronic jour-
nals, with print on demand.

Former BJHS editors: the questionnaire
Simon Schaffer Janet Browne
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Ten minutes in, a bench collapsed. Four audi-
ence members leapt into the air, spilling cider 
over themselves. The reviewer from the local 
paper watched on, horrified (he would later 
describe this moment as the highlight of an 
otherwise very poor performance). We were 
in the dank cellar of a pub in Brighton, and 
it was the first outing of ‘I Have Never Cared 
for Sunsets’, a puppet play about science and 
philosophy.

The bemused audience were treated to a 
45 minute show about the establishment of 
democracy in a fictional land where rulers 
are elected on the basis of their philosophies. 
There’s George who believes ultimate truth 
is unattainable and, for the sake of simplic-
ity, forbids the search for new knowledge. 
He is followed by Colin, who unquestion-
ingly accepts all theories into his Big Book of 
Facts. Meanwhile, Zeno of Elea struggles to 
get elected on the basis of his manifesto that 
motion is an illusion. This epistemological 
chaos results in the election of Karl Popper 
who, with his team of falsification ministers, 
promises to remove all incorrect theories until 
only truth remains. Unfortunately, it transpires 
that Popper is evil, his ministers are corrupt, 
and together they plan to falsify moustaches, 
children and sunsets.

Amidst this political turmoil, a young Isaac 
Newton is trying to promote his new theory of 
gravity but is hindered by the appearance of 
a pair of beatnik relativists, an aristocrat tries 
to replace his leech addiction with whatever 
narcotics are currently accepted by modern 
medicine, a doctor becomes depressed after 
bare legs are falsified and he’s forced to wear 
trousers, and a physics teacher loses his job 
because he can’t get his head around the new 
theories. Together, our heroes formulate a 
mathematical proof (flawed but impossible to 
follow) disproving the existence of Karl Pop-
per, balance is restored, and everybody sings 
a song. 

How I came to be involved in such a venture 
is a long story dating back several years to 
a dead-end job, a misguided attempt to 
write a novel, and the involvement of some 
very talented friends. Central to this story is, 
unsurprisingly, my education in the history of 
science. I began writing ‘I Have Never Cared 
for Sunsets’ shortly after finishing my Mas-
ters, when I clearly still had HPS on my mind. 
In fact, one scene was directly inspired by 
memories of a lecturer at Leeds (I believe it 
was Adrian Wilson) throwing a piece of chalk 
across a room to illustrate Aristotelian motion. 
After beginning my PhD about early 20th-cen-

tury physics, I revisited the script, and that’s 
when the battle between Isaac Newton and 
the relativists appeared, as did a brief exposi-
tion of the 1919 experimental ‘confirmation’ of 
relativity theory (which I’m sure the audience 
loved). 

But while the history of science might have 
inspired me, the more pressing question (for 
readers of Viewpoint at least), is whether this 
little project might have inspired others. I 
certainly didn’t consider it as ‘outreach’ when 
I began, and treated it as entirely separate 
from my academic life. This was probably, 
however, an ‘outreach’ blessing. Rather than 
putting on a show for historians of science, we 
took the puppets to the Brighton Fringe and 
introduced these topics to a new and (mostly) 
unsuspecting audience.

We knew it wouldn’t be for everyone, and 
it was clear that a lot of people watching had 
a philosophical and/or scientific background 
(one approached us afterwards to suggest 
that we should have included some quantum 
mechanics and a Richard Feynman pup-
pet). The man from the local Brighton paper, 
describing the show as having ‘the distinct air 
of an end-of-term revue by the local philoso-
phy club’, complained that it was riddled with 
in-jokes and required too much background 
knowledge to enjoy. He also didn’t under-
stand why there were so many references to 
potatoes and leeches. 

Despite his judgements, it was clear that 
many of our audiences didn’t have back-
ground knowledge, and found something 
in it to enjoy regardless. And, miraculously, 
that was our only bad review. While another 
thought it was odd to choose science as our 
subject (and then stage the whole thing in a 
‘disused wine cellar’), he enjoyed it nonethe-
less. Our greatest achievement was receiv-
ing the ‘Editor’s Choice Award’ from a fringe 
review website for embodying ‘all that’s 
wonderful about the fringe’. Our little show 
came out of Brighton having made a small but 
significant impact. And I think this impact can 
fall under the category of outreach. While the 
show may have been riddled with historical 
inaccuracies and poorly understood philo-
sophical concepts (my fault), it still success-
fully introduced a few people to the idea that 
the history of science can be an interesting 
and entertaining topic. One man left the pub 
declaring ‘Now I understand science!’, but I 
sincerely doubt that. Hopefully he will sup-
plement his newfound knowledge with some 
books or well-researched documentaries. But 
the puppets at least got things started.

Imogen clarke
University of Manchester

smimogen@gmail.com

Imogen Clarke on an attempt to bring philosophical puppetry to the masses

‘I Have Never Cared for Sunsets...’

Puppeteers Sam and Naomi with ‘Mr Smith’ and ‘Isaac’ .
For further information on the Garyhaus players see their website at: garyhaus.blogspot.
com or follow @garyhausplayers on Twitter.
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The 3 Societies Conference
Melanie Keene’s photo diary from Philadelphia, 11-14 July 2012.

A packed house enjoyed a lively reception, and local refreshments, at the bJHs’s 50th  
birthday party.

Jenny Rampling performed a live alchemi-
cal demonstration, to the astonishment of 
the crowd.

Ron Numbers was in full flow during the keynote lecture.Delegates enjoyed a warm welcome to the city.

There were many excellent papers on 
varied themes, as well as a thought-
provoking roundtable discussion to 
close. Here, Anna Maerker presents 
on ‘Model Students and Ambassador 
Users: The Role of the Public for the 
Global Marketing and Distribution of 
Nineteenth-Century Anatomical Mod-
els’ as part of a session on ‘Science 
in Public Culture’. The full conference 
programme can be found online at: 
www.hssonline.org/Meeting/2012_3_
Soc_Program.pdf.
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Delegates at the 3 Societies Conference 
experienced lively discussion and debate 
during many of the sessions. Speakers 
were put on the spot, and the traditional 
cut-and-thrust of intellectual exchange 
between presenters and audiences helped 
to explore the themes in many sessions. 
However, alongside this well-established 
form of academic exploration, there ran 
a wide-ranging and parallel set of discus-
sions which many of you may not have 
even had the chance to see. It may be a 
stretch to say that this was the first ‘Twit-
ter 3 Societies Conference’, but the social 
media site Twitter did provide an important 
forum for more than a handful of historians 
during the meeting, with BSHS members 
leading the way. The seemingly irresistible 
combination of tablet computers, smart-
phones and free Wi-fi internet access led 
to a frenzy of Twitter activity during the 
parallel sessions, and I for one feel that it is 
important to highlight just how far-reach-
ing the benefits could be to both academ-
ics and those outside the field.

With seven panels running simultane-
ously for almost the entire conference, 
keeping track of all the papers was a 
daunting prospect. This was particularly 
tricky when more than one panel in a 
given slot caught the eye. Even catch-
ing up from colleagues about the other 
papers in breaks was a time-consuming 
and often frustrating process. Twitter-users 
in Philadelphia had another method at 
their disposal. Just before the start of every 
session, there would be messages about 
which group of papers we were about to 

Social Academia

see, and then you could rely on those users 
for updates of the most interesting material 
at regular intervals. For example, I was able to 
digest the salient points of ‘Dusty Disciplines: 
Blackboards as Material and Culture in Science 
and Mathematics’ and ‘Scientific Correspond-
ents’, whilst listening avidly to ‘Science and 
Colonialism’. This is such a valuable way of 
working, offering genuine opportunities for 
trans-conference discussion during the papers 
themselves. On more than a few occasions an 
idea from a paper taking place along the hall 
stimulated discussion in new and unexpected 
ways in a different session thanks to exchange 
of ideas via Twitter.

The format of post-paper discussions – 
roundtables perhaps excepted – allowed for 
contributions from just a few of those present. 
Whilst this meant that we saw a number of 
in-depth questions and responses, Twitter 
offered the opportunity for a much larger 
number of participants to get involved in 
turning over some of the key issues raised 
by papers. I found that this was particularly 
evident in the session ‘Public Health from 
Bacteriology to Genomics’, where at least 
three active Twitter users in the audience 
engaged in a high-level discussion of both the 
paper and the subsequent questions. Thus, 
whilst there was not chance for us to ask all 
of our questions, those using social media 
nevertheless had the opportunity to air these 
and discuss with colleagues. All the while, 
the conventional questions and responses 
continued around us. It truly felt like we were 
immersed in the subject. When it came to the 
conference-closing roundtable on the state 
of the discipline, many postgraduate students 

@KingTekkers celebrates conference tweeting
and postdoctoral researchers staged their 
own parallel debate on Twitter, providing 
a very different perspective. It would have 
been extremely useful for these sentiments 
to be shared even more widely.

The fact that Twitter is so widely accessible 
also meant that those who could not attend 
the conference could follow the events in 
Philadelphia in real time. Similarly, a number 
of delegates who had to leave early or arrive 
late could stay in touch with proceedings 
and feel like a part of the event even in their 
absence. Perhaps future conference organ-
isers – whether in a niche subject area, or 
across the whole field – can publicise the 
Twitter feeds of their events so that these 
events reach a much wider audience.

Plans are seemingly already underway to 
integrate Twitter discussions into the fabric 
of the ICHSTM meeting in Manchester in 
2013. Projecting the conference Twitter feed 
onto giant screens in venues around the 
conference seems to be one of the easiest 
and most effective ways for people to stay in 
touch with these spontaneous and valuable 
discussions. Some may claim that Twitter is 
an unwelcome distraction for those listening 
to papers, but for those who made use of this 
immediate, interactive and inclusive medium 
in Philadelphia it was a valuable discussion 
forum. So, if you look up from your notes in 
future to see people tapping away, please 
don’t think they are bored: more likely, they 
are publicising and discussing your research.

3 Societies tweets are archived at:
http://storify.com/bshsnews/three-socie 

ties-conference-philadelphia-11-14-july.

Hasok Chang and 
Janet Browne enter-

tained the crowd (and 
themselves) at the 
bJHs anniversary 

reception.

Conference-goers 
were eager to taste 
a drop of the Elixir of 
Life.
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Conference Reports

Curiously Drawn: Early-Modern Science as a Visual Pursuit
The Royal Society, 21-22 June 2012

The current premises of the Royal Society, all 
imposing marble and gilt, were a natural as 
well as a luxurious home for the conference 
‘Curiously Drawn’. The event was organised 
by members of an AHRC-funded interna-
tional network studying ‘Origins of science 
as a visual pursuit: the case of the early Royal 
Society’. The conference delegates, number-
ing more than 70 and hailing from a variety of 
countries, were also able to see a number of 
the original images and specimens referenced 
by the speakers thanks to an exhibition largely 
drawn from the Society’s archives. 

Paula Findlen of Stanford University opened 
the conference by showing how the worlds 
of art and science might intersect to prompt 
greater realism in early scientific imagery. 
She described how Agostino Scilla employed 
unusually realistic depictions of fossils to help 
argue that these specimens were the remains 
of animals rather than having supernatural 
origins. Some naturalists considered it a posi-
tive and some a negative that for Scilla, who 
was trained as a painter, images spoke more 
eloquently than did words.

Later, Urs Leu of the Zentralbibliothek 
Zürich described how the Swiss geologist 
Johann Jacob Scheuchzer presented fos-
sils in a similar manner to Scilla. However, 
Scheuchzer would sometimes emphasize 
certain elements to further the argument 
that fossils were recognizably the remains of 
living organisms and sometimes used them to 

frame Biblical scenes since he, like many natu-
ralists of the time, thought them transported 
by the deluge. The role of religion in scientific 
imagery was a recurrent theme during the 
conference, as with the fascinating talk pro-
vided by Scott Mandelbrote of the University 
of Cambridge on the images for Thomas 
Burnett’s Sacred Theory of the Earth.

Another theme was previous neglect of 
the artistic influences upon the thoughts and 
actions of individuals associated with science. 
Kim Sloan of the British Museum described 
a project to reconnect and to analyse Hans 
Sloane’s thousands of drawings, paintings and 
prints in light of his artistic as well as scientific 
connoisseurship. Similarly, other speakers 
elaborated on the diverse backgrounds of and 
influences upon the artists who produced sci-
entific images, including Domenico Bertoloni-
Meli of Indiana University with respect to the 
makers of anatomical images, and Nathan Flis 
of Oxford University with respect to the nature 
painter Francis Barlow.

The final two speakers of the conference, 
Lorraine Daston and Matthew Hunter, sought 
to expand common definitions of scientific 
imagery and of the scientific creation of 
art respectively. Daston, of the Max-Planck 
Institute in Berlin, reminded the audience that 
means of visualising data such as charts and 
tables were also important scientific images 
- being ‘hybrids of the visible and the legible’. 
Matthew Hunter of McGill University brought 

the lectures to a dramatic close by shrouding 
the room in darkness before revealing Joseph 
Wright of Derby’s painting ‘The Alchemist’. 
He made a similarly dramatic proposal that 
Joshua Reynolds engaged in a nearly alchemi-
cal science by experimenting with different 
industrial materials and chemical combina-
tions in his paintings, often to deleterious 
effect.

During the lengthy and engaged confer-
ence discussion, common themes included a 
desire to know more about the backgrounds 
and activities of the artists, printers and pub-
lishers involved in producing these images 
and also about the identity and opinions 
of their intended audiences. A number of 
delegates emphasized that historians should 
not lose sight of the full context of images 
from their true size to the nature of the sur-
rounding text, and that visuality extends to 
three-dimensional models and specimens. 
The delegates widely agreed that ‘Curiously 
Drawn’ had proved a great success, and many 
expressed hope that in the future, more art 
historians will contribute to the conversation 
over scientific visuals. 

Alexi baker
University of cambridge

ab933@cam.ac.uk

Esteban Stevedore sketches the Curiously Drawn audience.
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Cold War/ Blue Planet
The Rise of the Environmental Sciences in a Divided World

The Cold War/ Blue Planet conference was 
held at Chancellors Hotel (part of the Univer-
sity of Manchester’s conference facilities), a 
little way out of town from the campus, giving 
the event a collegial feeling, with everyone 
brought together in one compact venue, 
though some of the sessions were actually 
held in the Centre for the History of Science, 
Technology and Medicine (CHSTM), on the 
University’s main campus. 

The conference opened on the evening 
of 27th June with a welcoming speech by 
Mick Worboys, Director of CHSTM,  and a 
drinks reception, sponsored by the BSHS and 
thoughtfully provided with ale as well as wine 
and soft drinks, and the social side of the 
conference continued over dinner.  

The papers began on 28th June and 
continued on the 29th, and concluded with 
a roundtable session, chaired by Jeff Hughes. 
The members of the TEUS research group 
(Matthew Adamson, Soraya Boudia, Lino Cam-
prubi, Roberto Cantoni, Néstor Herran, Peder 
Roberts, Sam Robinson, Simone Turchetti and 

Leucha Veneer) provided individual and joint 
papers showcasing the work of their project, 
and an international cohort of guest speakers, 
including Ron Doel, Paul Edwards, Greg Good, 
Jacob Hamblin, Kristine Harper, Matthias Hey-
mann, Vlad Jankovic, Roger Launius, Robert 
Poole and Sverker Sörlin gave breadth and 
depth to the context and development of the 
environmental sciences during the Cold War. 
Personally I found Kris Harper’s paper on some 
slightly barmy ideas promulgated in the US 
for ‘Keeping the Cold War Home Front Strong: 
Water for National Defense,’ and Peder Roberts 
on the career of oceanographer Anton Brunn 
particularly captivating, but all the papers 
were strong and the thematic sessions well-
constructed.

The roundtable brought the themes of the 
conference even closer together, and one 
thing that was noted by all the participants 
was that the conference had focused pretty 
much entirely on the US and Europe, and with 
little from the Soviet point of view either – 
something that Simone and Peder hope to 

remedy at next year’s International Congress 
in Manchester. 

The roundtable was followed by a fascinat-
ing public lecture at the Imperial War Museum 
North, given by Jim Fleming on ‘Cold War 
Technologies for Weaponizing the Atmos-
phere: From Cloud Wars to Geo-Engineering’, 
and there was also an interesting and unfor-
tunately all-too-brief tour of the museum’s 
main exhibition spaces. The conference was 
concluded with a friendly dinner. 

Overall, the conference was a great success, 
with sessions generally running to time, cater-
ing well run by the hotel staff, and transport 
between venues working out well. New con-
tacts were made and old ones re-established, 
and hopefully many of the papers will soon 
appear in print – certainly the members of the 
TEUS group are already working on that!

Leucha Veneer
University of Manchester

leucha.veneer@manchester.ac.uk

One of the biggest problems facing interdisci-
plinary researchers is that of how to research 
in a truly interdisciplinary way. A team at the 
University of Reading have recently set about 
tackling this problem by bringing together 
colleagues from various different departments 
across the University: Nick Battey (Professor of 
Plant Development), Dr John Holmes (Senior 
Lecturer in English Literature), Françoise Le 
Saux (Professor of Medieval Languages and 
Literature), Karín Lesnik-Oberstein (Profes-
sor of Critical Theory) and Dr David Stack 
(Reader in History) have been working on an 
AHRC-funded project entitled ‘The Value of 
the Literary and Historical Study of Biology to 
Biologists’. The centrepiece of this project was 
a workshop which took place in the Henley 
Business School on 18th July under the title 
‘Cultivating Common Ground: Biology and the 
Humanities’.

The main aim of this workshop was to 
introduce the 30 participants, most of whom 
were practising biologists, to work being done 
in the humanities that relates to and deals 
with biology. The workshop began with short 

Cultivating Common Ground: Biology and the Humanities

presentations from each of the four humani-
ties scholars involved in the project after 
which participants were asked to respond in 
small groups to a number of questions relat-
ing to these presentations, including ‘Does 
history matter for biologists?’ and ‘How might 
literature affect the practice of biology?’ The 
discussions were dynamic and wide-ranging, 
with an overall consensus that humanities 
subjects do indeed matter to biologists, but 
that they are more likely to affect a biologist’s 
way of thinking about their subject rather 
than their actual scientific practice.

The day continued with a presentation by 
Dr Paul Hatcher (Senior Lecturer in Applied 
Ecology) in which two films on parasitoids 
were used as a means to consider the ways 
in which humanities subjects can comment 
upon biological outputs. This session was fol-
lowed by a choice of breakout activities: con-
structing an interdisciplinary research funding 
bid; designing an interdisciplinary module; 
the use of humanities in museums; and how 
to read texts. The first and last of these ses-
sions proved the most popular, attracting ten 

and nine participants respectively.
The workshop was very well received, with 

the majority of participants calling for follow-
up events. There is a clear interest in interdis-
ciplinary research and teaching, although the 
REF was highlighted as a limiting factor in the 
development of such projects. More could 
have been done to highlight the differences 
between literature and history in and of them-
selves and the academic study thereof within 
the humanities, but the overall message of 
the day was clear: common ground certainly 
exists and, more importantly, there are plenty 
of people in both the humanities and the sci-
ences who are eager to cultivate it.

rachel crossland
University of reading

r.c.crossland@reading.ac.uk

University of Manchester, 27-29 June 2012

University of Reading, 18 July 2012
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Science in Public
UCL, 20-21 July 2012

The conference started with a series of short 
talks aimed at introducing current issues in 
‘Science In Public’. One of these, by Charlotte 
Sleigh of the University of Kent, focussed on 
audiences’and their role in the scientific proc-
ess. Historically, the role of ‘audience’ has often 
overlapped with that of sponsor or patron, as 
she reminded us with the example of Cosimo 
II and Galileo. In modern science there is less 
of an overlap, and this has given rise to the 
great debate about ‘open access’ to science by 
the sponsor, viz. the taxpayer. This theme was 
taken up by James Wilsdon of Sussex Univer-
sity, in the keynote lecture. Although many 
of the details are still to be worked out and 
it is the subject of much debate, it seems the 
Government’s rapid endorsement of the Finch 
Report on open access will see payments 
for the publication of scientific papers being 
shifted to an ‘up-front’ model in the very near 
future.

Ann Grand, of the University of the West of 
England, introduced a more radical interpreta-
tion of  ‘open science’ which involves making 
the entirety of an investigation available to 
the public online, as it happens; the process is 
seen in the raw, with all the boring repetitive 

bits and the failures as well as the successes. 
The concept of openness becomes even more 
interesting when it is extended to cover the 
subject-matter of science, in cases where it is 
human beings who are being experimented 
on. Norma Morris of UCL reported on a case 
study of participants in a trial of new breast 
screening equipment, who were invited to 
‘respond and engage’. The results generally 
suggested that being seen as ‘not just guinea-
pigs’ but as collaborators in the experiment, 
can benefit all concerned.  

Felicity Mellor of Imperial College analysed 
the ‘Brian Cox effect’, and after showing that 
there was no evidence that it had led to 
an increase in numbers of physics A-level 
students, took us into the domain of sci-
ence and gender with an investigation of 
gender imbalance in the physical sciences, 
and in their portrayal in the media (which 
phenomena may of course not be entirely 
unconnected). The most stark indicator of this 
is the fact that, in the eleven physics-based 
Horizon programmes broadcast between 
2008 and 2011,  several programmes featured 
no female physicists, while none featured no 
male physicists. She went on to look at how 
the programmes accentuated the isolation 
of physicists and ignored the social aspects 
of their work – a representation that is hardly 
likely to attract more women – and also how 
machines are given a dominant role, effec-
tively ‘de-peopling’ physics altogether.  

Another big issue in this field is science and 
belief. Fern Elsdon-Baker of the British Council 
presented some results of the international 
‘Darwin Now’ survey into public attitudes 
to this debate. One aspect of it is the link 
between evolution and atheism, and the 
possibility that the perception of such a link 
is a barrier to the acceptance of Darwinism 
by believers. She highlighted one surprising 
result of a public debate in Jordan, during 
which a professor of Sharia law, who had 
hitherto thought himself a creationist, came 
to realise that in fact he wasn’t. Another, more 
worrying, point that came out of this talk con-
cerned some ill-advised comments by Richard 
Dawkins about Islamic schools, and the way 
these comments have been used by far-right 
groups such as the EDL. 

This last point, together with an allusion 
made by Felicity Mellor to the link between 
physics and the military, reminded me that, in 
this conference covering all manner of aspects 
of the science/public interface, the fact that 
this interface inevitably has a political dimen-
sion was largely ignored. What has happened 
to the science and ethics debate? I would like 
to see more of this at future conferences.

Jim Grozier
University college London

jgrozier@hep.ucl.ac.uk

James Wilsdon gives his well-received keynote lecture at the 2012 ‘Science in Public’ Conference.



  Viewpoint  No. 99 13

Books
Reviews

On the 26th of January 1788, the first British 
fleet to carry prisoners to the newly founded 
penal colony in New South Wales landed at 
Port Jackson in modern-day Sydney. Origi-
nally, the British were intending to establish 
their colony at Botany Bay: Joseph Banks 
(1743-1820), the naturalist from Cook’s first 
voyage to the South Pacific between 1768-
1771, had earmarked it as a possible place for 
the British to settle. However, upon arriving 
at the location the leader of the expedi-
tion and first governor of New South Wales, 
Captain Arthur Phillip (1738-1814), deemed 
it unsuitable.  The area was too swampy and 
lacked a sustainable drinking water source. 
But just a few miles north lay Port Jackson, a 
well-sheltered inlet perfect for inhabitation. 
The arrival of the First Fleet, as it has come 
to be known, marks an important episode in 
the European colonisation of Australia. There 
were 11 ships in total containing a mix of 778 
prisoners – both men and women – as well 
as 708 government officers and sailors, their 
wives, and children. This group of Britons were 
some of the earliest Westerners to come into 
contact with a diverse environment filled with 
never before documented plants, animals, 
and humans. The artwork that some of these 
early settlers produced of their natural sur-
roundings represents a rich source of primary 
materials ripe for historical analysis. 

It is against this backdrop that Lisa Di Tom-
maso’s book The Art of the First Fleet: Images of 
Nature presents a beautiful collection of paint-
ings and drawings by members of the First 
Fleet. The quality of the images reproduced in 
this book is exquisite: you can see the detail 
of every picture, including the original text 
by many of the artists. This alone gives great 
value to this book for any historian interested 
in 18th-century visual culture, natural history 
and imperialism. However, the biggest short-
coming of this book is that it is clearly geared 
towards a popular audience and contains 
little explanatory text or full referencing of 
the material. The short introduction gives a 
brief sketch of the settlers at Port Jackson and 
discusses two of the main artists to produced 
visual depictions of the colony, a naval officer 
named George Raper (1769?-1797) and an 
artist-turned-convict named Thomas Watling 
(1762-?).  

Di Tommaso also provides a fairly uncritical 
examination of the relations between the Eora 
people – who were indigenous to the region 
– and the British settlers. She recognises the 
impact disease had on the aboriginals but 
downplays issues relating to displacement 
and exploitation. For instance, early on Phillip 
captured two senior members of the Eora 
people – named Bennelong (1764-1813) and 
Colebee – and forced them to act as interme-
diaries between the British and the aborigi-
nals. Both men eventually escaped, but Di 
Tommaso claims that Bennelong continued 
to have a strong relationship with Phillip for 
many years afterwards, even travelling to 
England with the governor in 1792. There is 
no critical evaluation of the power dynamics 
between Phillip and Bennelong; for instance, 

Di Tommaso does not take into consideration 
that Bennelong had to be careful in his inter-
actions with Phillip. He was not in a position 
to reject an invitation to visit England because 
such a refusal could have had a detrimental 
impact on his daily life. Perhaps Bennelong 
worried that he would lose certain social liber-
ties by declining Phillip’s invitation. Neverthe-
less, Di Tommaso’s book presents a wonderful 
collection of underused late 18th-century 
natural history images that have the poten-
tially to form the basis of several fascinating 
research projects. 

efram sera-shriar
York University, canada

eframss@gmail.com

Lisa Di Tommaso, The Art of the 
First Fleet: Images of Nature, 
Natural History Museum, 2012, 
ISBN 978-0-565-09296-2, 112pp, 
£12.99.

Drawing 58 from the Watling Collection titled ‘Portrait of Balloderree’ by Port Jackson 
Painter, 1788-1797. Image courtesy of the Natural History Museum Picture Library.
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This book explores episodes in the history of 
mathematics and its applications by examin-
ing 24 key equations. The first is 1 + 1 = 2; the 
last is the Black–Scholes equation. Between 
those two come many well known exam-
ples: Pythagoras’ theorem, Kepler’s laws of 
motion, Newton’s laws of motion, Hamilton’s 
quaternions, and Einstein’s E = mc2 ; but also 
others that may be less well known to lay 
readers: Cardano’s rule for solving cubic equa-
tions, theorems of Euler, Fourier coefficients, 
and the Continuum Hypothesis. The author 
writes that the contents originally proposed 
to him by the publisher ‘made me mad’. One 
longs to know which bits he threw out and 
what he introduced in its place. Given that the 
choice of topics must depend ultimately on 
an author’s personal preferences, the selec-
tion here seems wide-ranging and balanced. 
In each case Mackenzie uses the relevant 
equation as the starting point for a discus-
sion of the relevant mathematics or physics, 
its discovery and its importance. The book 
is an easy read: it is written in an engaging 
and lively style, the chapters are short and 
self-contained, and the book is beautifully 
and imaginatively produced with illustrations 
on almost every page. There is nothing here 
to deter even the reader publishers warn us 
about, those who are liable to be scared away 
by the appearance of an equation.

What then is there not to like? For me, the 
book raised once again some longstanding 
questions about what popular writing in 
mathematics and science aims to achieve. Let 
us take first the subject of the book: equa-
tions. As the author himself acknowledges, 
many of the relationships that appear in this 
book would not originally have been written 
in anything remotely like present notation. 
This is true not just for the mathematics of 
the Babylonians or ancient Greeks, but right 
through to Kepler and Newton. The first 
equation to be written down in recogniz-
ably modern form was in Robert Recorde’s 
Whetstone of Witte in 1557, but throughout 
the 16th and 17th centuries, the art of turning 
verbal statements into symbolic equations 
was seen as one of the crucial and most 
demanding steps of problem-solving. The first 
equation in Mackenzie’s book that in any way 
resembles the original does not appear until 
we meet Euler in Chapter 12, already half way 
through the book. Very interestingly, Macken-

Dana Mackenzie, The Universe 
in Zero Words: the Story of Math-
ematics as Told Through Equa-
tions, Princeton University Press, 
2012, ISBN 978-0-691-15282-0, 
223pp, £19.95.

zie himself argues in his conclusion that in 
the 21st century, equations are in a sense on 
their way out again, superseded by computer 
simulations that handle vast amounts of data 
and complex conditions in a way that no set 
of equations can encompass. Thus, equa-
tions themselves have a history, making it a 
questionable exercise to use them as the fixed 
standard bearers for longer and more complex 
historical scenarios.

Another question that arises is that of 
historical accuracy. It is not uncommon for 
mathematicians to turn to the history of their 
subject in attempts to popularize it. Unfortu-
nately, such writers, who would never tolerate 
a fallacy or a contradiction in mathematics, 
are all too ready to play fast and loose with 
the truth when it comes to writing its history. 
Thus Mackenzie observes of Pythagoras (p. 
31) that ‘when you are a legend, all things are 
possible’ and then proceeds to attribute to 
Pythagoras, or the Pythagoreans, a number of 
‘facts’, including the discovery of perfect num-
bers and an aversion to irrational numbers, 
for which there is no evidence whatsoever. 
Only in the case of Pythagoras’ theorem itself 
is Mackenzie prepared to question the usual 
attribution. It is not just ancient history that 
suffers in this way. In another chapter (p. 14) 
we read that the Arabic numerals ‘appeared 
around the beginning of the 13th century’ 
but we are not told where. In fact the more 
correctly named Hindu numerals were known 
in India by the end of the 6th century, in Bagh-
dad by the end of the 8th, in Spain by the end 
of the 10th, and on the American continent 
by the end of the 15th. In the course of this 

circumnavigation of the globe they undoubt-
edly made landfall in various other parts of 
Europe during the 12th and 13th centuries, 
but where? And under what circumstances? 
And why do these appearances matter more 
than the others? Mackenzie does not tell us 
any of these things, perhaps because the 
erroneous ‘13th century’ story is now repeated 
so often that the truth of the matter is all but 
lost to any but the experts. Unfortunately, 
there are all too many further misconceptions, 
exaggerations, and anachronisms to be found 
in the pages of Mackenzie’s book.

One could argue in Mackenzie’s defence 
that he is a mathematician, not a historian, 
and that in a book like this a few misrepresen-
tations of history do not matter too much: that 
its purpose is to draw readers in to the think-
ing of mathematicians, not to present a fully 
referenced and footnoted rendering of his-
tory. The response to this must surely be that 
an accurate account would be just as readable 
as an inaccurate account, and infinitely more 
valuable. To my mind, the most depressing 
thing about books like these is that publishers, 
with a lucrative popular market in their sights, 
are not prepared to have them checked by 
professional historians. And so the myths and 
fallacies are recycled yet again and become 
ever more firmly entrenched. It is particularly 
sad to see even a university press like Princ-
eton now falling into this trap.

Jackie stedall
the Queen’s college, oxford

jackie.stedall@queens.ox.ac.uk
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The University of Ghent (Belgium)  an-
nounces that on November 22, 2012 
the 27th Sarton Chair for the History  of 
Sciences, will be accorded to Prof. Robert 
Bud, Keeper of Science and  Medicine of the 
Science Museum in London.

George Sarton (1884-1956),  one of the 
founding fathers of the history of science 
as an academic  discipline, was an alumnus 
of Ghent University. In 1912, one year after 
his  graduation in physics and mathematics, 
he wrote to a friend: ‘J’ai décidé de  vouer 

Erratum

The image of the Coronelli globe on page 8 of 
the last issue was laterally inverted. My thanks 
to Graeme Nash for pointing this out. Ed.

BSHS Singer Prize 2012

The Singer Prize, of up to £300, is awarded 
by the British Society for the History of 
Science every two years to the writer of 
an unpublished essay, based on original 
research into any aspect of the history of 
science, technology or medicine.

The Prize is intended for younger scholars 
or recent entrants into the profession. The 
Prize may be awarded to the writer of one 
outstanding essay, or may be awarded to 
two or more entrants. Publication in the 
British Journal for the History of Science will 
be at the discretion of the Editor. Essays 
under consideration elsewhere or in press 
are not eligible.

Candidates must be registered for a 
postgraduate degree or have been awarded 
such in the two years prior to the closing 
date. Entry is not limited to British nationals.

Essays must not exceed 8,000 words 
(including footnotes following the style 
guidelines in the British Journal for the His-
tory of Science), must be fully documented, 
typewritten with double-line spacing, and 
submitted in English. Use of published and 
unpublished primary material is strongly 
encouraged, and full and correct use 
of scholarly apparatus (eg footnotes) is 
expected.

Essays should be sent to office@bshs.org.
uk before 15 December 2012. Essays must 
not bear any reference to the author, either 
by name or department; candidates should 
send a covering letter with documentation 
of their status and details of any publica-
tions. Essays must be received in either MS 
word or PDF format. Enquiries only by email 
to secretary@bshs.org.uk.

This annual 3-day event gives postgradu-
ates in the history of science, technology and 
medicine a chance to get to know each other 
and to present their work to a wider audience. 
The conference is organised by and for post-
graduates, aiming to offer the opportunity of 
presenting a 15 minute paper in a supportive 
environment. Our aim is for postgraduates to 
convene from a wide range of universities and 
disciplines to discuss our common interests, 
share experiences and network in a friendly 
and receptive environment.

The programme will see parallel sessions of 
papers spanning all three days. There will be 
a drinks reception on Thursday evening and a 
conference dinner on Friday evening.

Paper and/or session proposals for the con-
ference must be submitted by 5pm on Friday 
9th November 2012.

Abstracts for single fifteen minute papers 
should be c. 200 words.

Proposals for themed sessions are also 
welcome, for which we will require a 400 
word summary along with the names of those 
involved and the suggested length (maximum 
two hours).

Please complete the online Abstract 
Submission form at www.kent.ac.uk/history/
events/documents/BSHS2013-abstract-
submission-form.pdf and email to: historyof-
science@kent.ac.uk

Sarton Chair

BSHS Postgraduate Conference
University of Kent, Canterbury
3 - 5 January 2013

BSHS News and Other Announcements

ma vie à l’étude désintéressée de l’histoire des 
sciences’. He  established two leading journals 
in the field (Isis in 1912 and  Osiris in 1934) and 
the History of Science  Society.

In 1984, at the centenary of Sarton’s birth-
day, Ghent  University decided to establish a 
Sarton Chair of History of Science. Each  year 
the Sarton committee, consisting of  repre-
sentatives of the faculties of Ghent University, 
selects the Sarton chair holder and the Sarton  
medallists.

The Sarton chair holder and the medallists 

are  invited to lecture on the history of sci-
ence in the  faculties of the university. The 
lectures are published in the annual  journal 
Sartoniana.

The academic  session takes place in the 
University Hall, at 4 p.m. 

Title of the lecture  of Prof. Bud :
‘Remaking ideas about science in public: 

the cases of  biotechnology, penicillin and 
applied science in the 20th century’.

Information: www.sartonchair.ugent.be

Scholars and artists are invited to apply for 
travel fellowships and grants, which The 
Bakken offers to encourage research in its 
collection of books, journals, manuscripts, 
prints, and instruments documenting the 
history of electricity, magnetism, electro-
therapeutics, electrophysiology and related 
topics. The awards may be used to help 
defray expenses of travel, subsistence and 
other direct costs of conducting research 
at the Bakken. Awards are intended for re-
searchers who must travel to the Twin Cities 
and pay for temporary housing in order to 
conduct research at the Bakken.

1.     Visiting Research Fellowships are 
awarded up to a maximum of $1,500; the 
minimum period of residence is two weeks.

2.     Research Travel Grants are awarded up 
to a maximum of $500 (domestic) and $750 
(foreign); the minimum period of residence 
is one week.

The next application deadline for either 
type of research assistance is March 4, 2013.  

For more details and application guide-
lines, please contact:

Juliet Burba, Chief Curator
The Bakken Library and Museum
3537 Zenith Avenue So.
Minneapolis, MN., 55416
tel 612-926-3878 ext. 217
fax (612) 927-7265
e-mail burba@thebakken.org
www.thebakken.org

The Bakken Library
Travel Grants 2013



Jonathan Hogg and Christoph Laucht,  ‘Introduction: British Nuclear Culture’ 

Jeff Hughes, ‘What is British Nuclear Culture? Understanding Uranium 235’ 

Richard Maguire, ‘“Never a Credible Weapon”: Nuclear Cultures in British Government During the Era of the H-Bomb’

Jonathan Hogg,  ‘“The Family That Feared Tomorrow”: British Nuclear Culture and Individual Experience in the late 1950s’

 Paige Johnson, ‘Safeguarding the Atom: The Nuclear Enthusiasm of Muriel Howorth’

Ralph Desmarais, ‘Jacob Bronowski: A Humanist Intellectual for an Atomic Age, 1946-1956’

Christoph Laucht,  ‘Atoms for the People: The Atomic Scientists’ Association, the British State and Nuclear Education in the Atom Train 

Exhibition, 1947-48’  

Adrian Bingham, ‘“The Monster”? The British Popular Press and Nuclear Culture, 1945 - Early 1960s’  

Jodi Burkett,  ‘The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and Changing Attitudes Towards the Earth in the Nuclear Age’ 

David Seed,  ‘Seven Days to Noon: Containing the Atomic Threat’ 

Dan Cordle,  ‘Protect/ Protest: British Nuclear Fiction of the 1980s’
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