
Candid Science III

More Conversa-
tions with Famous
Chemists. By Istv�n
Hargittai. Imperial
College Press,
London 2003.
507 pp., softcover
£ 48.00.—ISBN
1-86094-337-3

Candid Science III is the third volume of
a planned five-volume series, which
began with Candid Science: Conversa-
tions with Famous Chemists (see
Angew. Chem. 2001, 113, 1833; Angew.
Chem. Int. Ed. 2001, 40, 2179). The
second volume was devoted to conver-
sations with famous biomedical scien-
tists, and now this third volume returns
to famous chemists. (The fourth will be
concerned with famous physicists,
while the theme of the fifth remains to
be decided.)

The volume reviewed here made me
rather annoyed at first, because its con-
tents do not fully live up to the title.
Many of the articles in it are not conver-
sations at all, in the sense of interviews,
but are monologues (for example, Ste-
phan Mason's contribution is a concise
and well-written history of chemistry,
but contains very little personal infor-
mation—it reads as though some pas-
sages have been reproduced from other
sources). Others are life histories that
give the impression of having been writ-
ten as advertisements. Yet others are
described as “profiles” or “narratives”,
and have clearly been written by Hargit-
tai himself. Moreover, many of those
that are actually conversations have
already been published elsewhere,

although the journal in question (The
Chemical Intelligencer) has since
ceased publication; many other journals
based on the idea of republishing arti-
cles that are no longer available have
also disappeared, probably through
lack of interest. Lastly, many of the con-
versations failed to use the opportunity
to properly engage and question the
chemist in such a way as to get candid
(as in the title) and honest answers,
rather than simply churning out a set
of replies to a standard questionnaire.
An example: in the conversation with
Glenn Seaborg he criticizes the media
for unjustified exaggeration of the
importance of waste disposal problems
associated with nuclear-energy produc-
tion, and thus deliberately generating
fear and discrediting the nuclear indus-
try. Instead of countering that by press-
ing Seaborg to explain why that was
unjustified, Hargittai switches to asking
about the controversy over the naming
of new artificial elements, in which Sea-
borg is well-known to have been
involved—that is also interesting, but
has nothing to do with the original sub-
ject. One often notices similar discontin-
uous jumps in the conduct of interviews.
Lastly—and this will really end my list
of complaints—for some of the subjects
there is more than enough autobio-
graphical material (e.g., Cram, Merri-
field).

But then, just as happened on read-
ing the first volume, one simply gets car-
ried away and fascinated by the thoughts
of the interesting people in the book,
their experiences—most of their lives
began in modest circumstances, often
under difficult conditions—their
insights into the way science proceeds,
the development of their research inter-
ests. I found these aspects especially
interesting in the cases of Albert
Eschenmoser, Henry Taube, and Mil-
dred Cohn. I was also pleased to find
interviews with chemists such as Alfred
Bader, who, although not himself a
researcher, made a great contribution
to research. Finally—and this also
applies to the first volume—by inter-
viewing several scientists active in spe-
cific areas of research Hargittai reveals
unsuspected links of both a scientific
and a personal kind (e.g., between Her-
schenbach and Polanyi, between Eigen,
Prigogine, and Zhabotinsky, between

Deisenhofer, Huber, and Michel). In
this way one is able to view a subject
from different aspects as seen by differ-
ent individuals; sometimes also, by read-
ing between the lines, the reader can
enjoy the pleasure associated with
gossip and speculation.

One might have hoped that Hargit-
tai, after having presented such a
wealth of information about successful
scientists through these conversations,
would have added a closing chapter
summarizing the quintessence of these
talks and contacts, so as to illustrate
some of the qualities that help with cre-
ativity. However, he has not chosen to
follow that route, but has instead made
use of his broad interviewing experien-
ces and insights in another recently pub-
lished book, The Road to Stockholm
(Oxford University Press), which will
also be reviewed in this journal.
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At present any author who writes the
prefix “nano-” can be almost certain of
grabbing the reader's attention. In view
of that, the authors Ajayan, Schadler,
and Braun have indeed chosen a good
time to publish their monograph on
nanocomposites. The book, with three
main sections devoted to inorganic, pol-
ymer-based, and natural (or nature-
derived) nanocomposites, covers the
field comprehensively.
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