Davy’s Biographers: Notes
on Scientific Biography

Biographies of Humphry Davy demonstrate shifting
patterns in scientific biography since 1800.

Biographies of scientists have been
written for almost as long as there
have been scientists to write about.
To be sure, some important figures—
William Hyde Wollaston is an obvious
example—have escaped close scrutiny,
but for others a spectrum of biograph-
ical treatments exists, traversing dec-
ades and even centuries. The biog-
rapher of a scientist stands in a pecu-
liar middle position. On the one hand
his tale is limited by the thoughts and
deeds of his chosen subject; on the
other hand, he is limited, consciously
and unconsciously, by the demands
and appraisals that his own age makes
of science and of scientists. Further-
more, he is limited by what his con-
temporaries demand of biography
itself. Data dismissed by one era as too
specialized, recondite, or obscure may
appear to a later era to be proper
material for detailed study. As these
forces interact, patterns in scientific
biography change. The subject of a
scientific biography may in one treat-
ment seem shadowed, in another, ex-
posed in bright detail, much as a
piece of sculpture appears to change
as light plays upon it.

Although the genre scientific bi-
ography has long existed, there does
not seem to have been any analysis
of the changing patterns (7). This
article is an attempt to indicate some
of the patterns of the last century and
a half. While it is based on the read-
ing of a large number of scientific
biographies concerning a great num-
ber of individuals (2), all the examples
are taken from works treating the
life of Sir Humphry Davy (1778~
1829). Davy has received assiduous
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biographical attention—both in full-
length books and in innumerable
shorter essays, including those classed
by Sarton as meretricious little works
3.

It is easy to see why Humphry
Davy had so much biographical at-
tention. While still very young he cap-
tured recognition by his repeated
demonstration that nitrous oxide
(laughing gas) could be safely inhaled
and had a surprisingly exhilarating
effect. At the Royal Institution his
graceful and compelling lectures, il-
lustrated by dramatic pyrotechnics,
excited an intellectual and fashionable
audience. His powers as a lecturer
were so widely acclaimed that when
he suffered a serious illness, contracted
while inspecting part of the Newgate
Gaol for His Majesty’s Government,
hourly bulletins on his progress were
posted on the doors of the Royal
Institution to comfort his worried
admirers. His opinions were sought,
on questions of manners, morals, litera-

ture, and art, in at least one avant-

garde “little magazine,” The Director
(4). He was a social lion for several
London seasons. Most important of

all, the international scientific com-
munity eagerly awaited announce-
ments of his discoveries and pub-

lished details’ of his experiments. De-
spite the fact that France and England
were at war, Napoleon awarded him
a prize for his electrochemical dis-
coveries of 1806. The Swiss journal
Bibliothéque britannique, ou recueil
extrait des ouvrages anglais périodiques
... [subsequently called Bibliothéque
universelle] for months at a time devoted
entire issues to translations of his
papers. In a few short years Davy
had isolated potassium, sodium, cal-
cium, barium, strontium, and mag-

nesium and had demonstrated the ex-
istence of fluorine, boron, and alu-
minum. He was publicly challenging the
authority of the French chemists Gay-
Lussac and Thénard, long regarded as
the guardians of chemistry, the heirs of
Lavoisier. Young Davy was the darling
of the British intellectual, social, and
artistic world.

Davy’s Earliest Biographer 7

When a biographer first “had at
him,” making Davy one of the “Public
Characters of 1809,” in a series of essays
not unlike the “Profiles” of today (5),
Davy had actually been a public
character for some time. The anony-
mous author evidently had attended
Davy’s lectures at the Royal Institu-
tion but had had no other contact
with him. The essay is rich in biographi-
cal blunders and lacking in the kind
of detail that would have been avail-
able to the most casual of acquaint-
ances. The pamphlet has had no in-
fluence on subsequent biographers; it is
doubtful that many Davy scholars even
know of its existence. But in the con-
text of the subject of this article it
merits attention because it illustrates
many of the characteristics of scientific
biographies written in the beginning
of the 19th century.

The anonymous author disclosed an
ambivalent attitude toward science
and scientists that was characteristic
of the period. He claimed to regard
science with quasi-religious fervor, and
scientists as intellectual monks who had
abjured the world, sleep, and food.

[The scientist] becomes pale over his
crucibles; his labours occupy the hours
that ought to be dedicated to repose, and
yet, scorning every selfish motive, his
discoveries . . . [are] generously promul-
gated for the use and benefit of mankind.
Hail science! thou deity that hath civilized
the world, we bend willingly at thine altar.
Truth, reason and experiment are the
only priests who minister in thy temple.

Lofty as these sentiments were—and
it must be recalled that they were not
unique—they were somewhat spoiled by
the author’s subsequent dismissal of sci-
entific phraseology as “the common ref-
uge of little minds.” The author meant
to be complimentary—to praise Davy
for his avoidance of the demeaning
phraseology—but in fact the preserved
texts and abstracts of Davy’s lectures
show that he never spared his audience
intellectual pain when it came to
presenting scientific ideas and using
technical terminology (6). In rejecting
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scientific phraseology and, by implica-
tion, the more technical aspects of nat-
ural philosophy, the author of the
pamphlet, in spite of the views ex-
pressed in his opening paragraphs,
voiced some of the snobbish disdain
with which scientists early in the 19th
century were occasionally regarded.

Further, he ascribed to Davy views
on nonscientific matters which coin-
cided closely with his own or which
he thought his readers would find ap-
pealing. He claimed, for example, that
Davy admired Anaxagoras more than
Plato (subsequent critics were to dis-
miss Davy as too Platonic) and that he
subscribed devoutly to the tenets of
the Church of England (a future biog-
rapher would claim that Davy leaned
toward Methodism). Moreover, Davy,
according to this author, thought the
national character of the English vastly
superior to that of the French. Doubt-
less he did, but the author went on
to say that Davy thought the spirit of
civil liberty engendered by the revo-
lution had expanded the horizons of
the French and had given dignity to
their conduct. Whether Davy in 1809
did hold this view is open to ques-
tion. What is of special interest is the
fact that the author thought Davy’s
supposed opinions on nonscientific
subjects were important and would in-
terest his readers. Here again the
author was characteristically a biogra-
pher of the early 19th century. Some-
times one is hard put to discover in
those biographies just what the subject
was doing scientifically, but his polit-
ical and religious views, as well as
his views on general cultural ques-
tions, leap from every page. Part of
this emphasis was due to the limited
competence of the biographers in mat-
ters scientific—generally their training
and interests lay elsewhere—but part
of it arose from a nagging doubt that
science, with all its stress on labora-
tory operations, was a profession suit-
able for gentlemen.

Despite all the biographical inac-
curacies in the “Public Character” essay,
its author closed on a prophetic note.

We, for our own part, entertain some
fears lest the liberality of [Davy’s] senti-
ments should give offence to narrow
minds . . . and his generous and noble
notions conjure up a host of ignorant, but
powerful enemies.

That Davy had many enemies is clear,
yet not all of them were “conjured
up” by his “generous and noble no-
tions.” Moreover, the enemies were
responsible for some, though not all,
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of the biographical attention he sub-
sequently received.

To be a “Public Character” in 1809
was for Davy a secondary honor. By
the time he died, at the age of 50,
he had received the highest testimo-
nials the world could then provide, but
every honor seemed to bring with it an-
other group of detractors (7). Davy
was knighted by the King a few days
before his marriage. Hardly had the
sword been lifted from his shoulder
when it was rumored that his wife-
to-be, the wealthy widow Jane Kerr
Apreece, bought the knighthood for
him because she could not bear to
be called just plain “Mrs.” Certainly
it was true that a request for the
elevation had to be made to the King,
and the request may indeed have been
initiated by Mrs. Apreece. On the
other hand it should be remembered
that Davy’s own government was one
of the last to honor him. When Davy
was elected president of the Royal
Society in 1820, succeeding the power-
ful Sir Joseph Banks, he was accused
of chicanery and politicking. This opin-
ion was not universal; there was a
staunch group of Fellows who held
that Davy was worthy of the chair.
When Davy reported his discovery of
the principle of the safety lamp, he
was alleged to have stolen the idea
from an engineer, George Stephenson.
The allegation was false. When he
married Mrs. Apreece he was accused
of marrying her for her money. The
accusation was probably groundless.
When he reported the principles of
electrochemical corrosion and they
were applied to prevent the decay of
the copper bottoms of almost all the
ships in the British Navy, Davy was
charged with trying to make sure that
the fleet would sink. No charge could
have been more wide of the mark.
During his struggles with the French
chemists he was accused of interpreting
his own experimental findings, and
those of others, with intellectual care-
lessness and innocence. Of course this
was pure nonsense.

Davy’s Obituary and
the Official Biography

Charges and countercharges such as
these swirled about Davy long after
his death, serving to color his obit-
uaries and, incidentally, insuring live-
ly biographies. As president of the
Royal Society, Davy had revived the
earlier practice of reading memorial

- notices about recently deceased Fel-

lows at the Anniversary Meeting. At
Davy’s death, Davies Gilbert, engineer
and Member of Parliament for Corn-
wall and Davy’s successor in the chair,
continued the observance (8). Gilbert
had been a patron of the teen-aged
Davy, and the notice contained a long
reference to his early recognition of
Davy’s genius and his subsequent in-
fluence on Davy. He provided a charm-
ing vignette of a very youthful Davy, his
head filled with chivalric tales of der-
ring-do, rescuing fair maidens from
dire fates. Gilbert did not mention the
quarrel that kept the two men apart
for several years, but in his earnest
fashion he did attempt to still some
of the controversies about Davy. He
predicted that Davy’s proposals con-
cerning principles of electrochemical
corrosion would some day be found to
be quite correct. In this Gilbert showed
a measure of courage, for Davy’s con-
temporaries were inclined to view the
work he did in this field as a gigantic
scientific failure and a great source
of jokes.

As if to make up for the neces-
sary brevity of Gilbert’s obituary no-
tice, an anonymous author wrote a
biographical article which appeared in
the Spectator shortly after Davy’s
death. Gay and anecdotal, it was obvi-
ously written by someone who had
known Davy and who had some in-
sight into matters of chemistry (9).
The identity of the author was a
poorly kept secret; he was Dr. John
Ayrton Paris, of Cambridge, sometime
resident of Penzance (Davy’s birth-
place), Fellow of the Royal Society,
and a generally well-liked medical man-
about-town. On the strength of this
essay, Dr. Paris was selected as Davy’s
“official” biographer and given an
advance of £1000. Lady Davy offered
him her cooperation. In 1830 Paris’s
two-volume Life of Sir Humphry Davy
appeared (10). Superficially the work
was typical of the “lives and letters”
volumes of literary biography (I11).
However, it had some curious fea-
tures, which placed it outside the
mainstream of biography and, at the
same time, guaranteed Davy an equiv-
ocal place in the history of science.
The very qualities which led to Paris’s
selection as “official” biographer pro-
duced the problems in which the work
abounds.

In scientific biography, as in every
kind of biography, the biographer’s own
bias and personality can intrude
to such an extent that the subject
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matter is warped. Davy suffered in
this way at Paris’s hands, and the dam-
age was especially acute because Paris’s
writing style was fresh. The prose of
the biography sparkles; there are even
long passages of apparently abundant
praise for Davy. Nonetheless, an ac-
count of two incidents in which Dr.
Paris was involved is in order, as an
illustration of the kind of thing of
which he was capable.

One is a matter of record, the other,
a report from a reliable source. Paris
wrote a guidebook to Mount’s Bay
in Cornwall. In it he stated that the
fumes of the arsenic works were so
deleterious that horses which grazed
nearby soon lost their hooves. When
asked if this were, indeed, true, he is
reported (I2) to have said, “Never
mind, never mind, it reads well at all
events.” “Reading well” was a serious
matter with Dr. Paris.

The other incident concerns the
case of the King vs. Penneck, heard
at the Cornwall assizes in March 1816.
One Dr. Penneck, long-time resident
and medical practitioner of Penzance,
had punched Dr. Paris, short-time resi-
dent and medical practitioner. Pen-
neck defended his intemperate behav-
ior as just retaliation for Dr. Paris’s
continually omitting the letters “M.D.”
after Penneck’s name in published lists.
The court found Penneck guilty (13).
Paris, in letters reproduced in his life
of Davy, omitted the “M.D.” after
Penneck’s name and changed “Dr.”
to “Mr.” Penneck. He made similar
slight changes in source material
throughout the work. Their effect was
compounded by his inventive tampering
with the texts of many letters he
elected to reproduce. He corrected
syntax, adjusted literary style, combined
pieces of letters, cut sentences, omitted
reagents from chemical reactions, and,
in general, offered his readers careless
reproductions. Furthermore, Dr. Paris,
noted for his witty and amusing stories,
in the biography twisted anecdotes
about Davy to produce a special point
of view. Some of the twists are
relatively harmless; others are so pre-
judicial as to appear malicious.

As a scientist, Davy emerges from
Paris’s fluid narrative in a most pecu-
liar light. In case after case Paris mis-
took Davy’s reasons for conducting ex-
periments, even though Davy had taken
the trouble to say what he was about.
In case after case Paris misrepresented
or half-represented Sir Humphry’s
findings. Where Davy’s thought pat-
terns were complex or difficult, Paris
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Portrait of Sir Humphry Davy as president of the Royal Society, by Lonsdale. Dr.

John Davy preferred this portrait above all others.

Newell Collection, Boston University]

ignored them. As a result, Paris’s
Life generated the impression that Davy
worked in an intellectual vacuum. Sir
Humphry was made out to be a parti-
cularly lucky scoundrel who happened,
without intent, upon the most mar-
velous of experiments. Paris implicitly
condemned Davy as a charlatan, a
parvenu, and a social climber. While
it is not necessary that a biographer
admire his subject, or all facets of his
subject’s personality, in order to write
a good biography, it certainly is nec-
essary that he try, when writing about
a scientist, to understand what the
subject was doing in his laboratory
and what was going on in his mind.
Paris failed spectacularly in these re-
spects. Many of his contemporaries
failed in some of the same ways,

[Courtesy Lyman Churchill

although on a less grand scale, in writ-
ing biographies of scientists. There
can be little doubt that Paris was
the most unsuitable kind of biographer
a scientist could have, yet his narra-
tive is generally regarded as reliable
and definitive.

Davy’s Brother as Biogi'apher

Davy’s next biographer, his brother,
Dr. John Davy, adored Sir Humphry.
When he read Paris’s work he was
outraged. It. was, he said, a damaging
canard, and he set out to produce a
line-by-line refutation (14). Dr. Davy,
12 years his brother’s junior, had
learned basic natural philosophy in Sir
Humphry’s laboratory. Moreover, Sir
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Humphry had paid his brother’s way
through medical school in Edinburgh.
In some of the scientific battles into
which Sir Humphry had been drawn,
his end of the fight had been carried
out in Dr. John Davy’s name, It was
inevitable that Dr. Davy would seek
to salve the wounds inflicted on Sir
Humphry’s reputation by Dr. Paris.

John Davy, an army doctor, had no
ear for nuances of phrase; he needed
someone to do the editing that Sir
Humphry had usually done for him.
Dr. Paris’s misrepresentations were fre-
quently twists or slight manipulations,
To restore Sir Humphry’s tarnished
image, a graceful writer who would
start afresh was needed. Blinded by his
anger, Dr. Davy did not truly under-
stand the situation, and he had neither
the patience nor the writing talent for
the job. He bluntly poured out his
objections to Dr. Paris’s effort, stated
flatly that all biography should be
eulogy—a view in which many of his
contemporaries concurred—and then
proceeded, gadfly fashion, to correct
Paris here and there. As a result, Dr.
Davy’s two-volume Memoirs of the
Life of Sir Humphry Davy is a tirade,
the work of an incensed man trying
to deify an adored brother who in
his view could do no wrong.

Paris and Dr. Davy had one charac-
teristic in common: a readiness to alter
the record. Dr. Davy altered chiefly
by deletion, brightening his hero’s
image more through reticence than
through rhetoric. When faced with the
knowledge that Sir Humphry had
wanted to make money from his scien-
tific work through partnership in an
industrial concern, Dr. Davy removed
the tell-tale reference from a letter he
reprinted. Was Sir Humphry’s scheme
for heating the drafty House of Lords
a failure? It was, but Dr. Davy averred
that the plan had never been adopted.
When Sir Humphry described his Nor-
wegian trip, he wrote, in his diary:

We were invited by the father and elder
brother of the young man whom we
brought from Frederickstadt to dine and
spend the evening. The name of the family
was Trané: they were very kind to us.
One of the daughters was very pretty, and
spoke French and English, and was ac-
complished; she was engaged they said
to a young A[rltilller]ly Officer: this was
the most educated Norwegian beauty I
had yet seen [.] I slept in the house. After
supper I had a singular compliment paid
to me by the master of the house, which
from the degree of refinement of the party
must have been a joke. “One of these
young ladies must sleep with you; they

must cast lots.” He spoke English very
ill, but this was his meaning. I took leave,
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and slept soundly. The servant maid I
found up in the morning was so civil,
that I suspect her virtue was not of the
most severe kind. The whole family ap-
peared kind and hospitable. During the
night before I fell asleep I heard the
murmuring of the water fall.

Dr. Davy quietly deleted the passage.
Admittedly maidens that appear too
acquiescent have little to do with the
intellectual achievements of a scientist,
and too many murmuring waterfalls
can have as soporific an effect on a
reader as they had on Sir Humphry.
But when all such observations are
removed—and Dr. Davy was at pains
to remove them—a cardboard para-
gon has replaced a man.

Biographers of any age face a uni-
versal problem: What should be in-
cluded in writing a biography? By and
large, Dr. Davy and his contemporar-
ies resolved the problem by deleting
all references that might conceivably
be construed as personal. Sociological
observations—and the passage quoted
above falls into that category—while
welcomed by an earlier generation,
were, in the middle of the century,
silently removed. Dr. Davy held the
view, then current, that what went on
in the recesses of a man’s mind was
his own affair, one into which the
public must not pry (Z/7, p. 223), and
he extended this view to include Sir
Humphry’s scientific work. After he
had corrected Dr. Paris’s errors of
date or place and printed chunky ex-
cerpts from Sir Humphry’s works, he
went no farther; it was not proper, he
thought, to discuss his brother’s intel-
lectual motivations or experimental
aims. He pleaded .always the prej-
udices of a brother. Dr. Davy’s omis-
sions, unlike Dr. Paris’s, did not imply
lack of understanding; Dr. Davy un-
derstood as well as anyone could what
Sir Humphry’s experiments were
about.

Victorian biographers sought, in the
opening chapter and the two final
chapters of their works, to make up
for the polite omissions of the middle
chapters. At the outset they explored
every facet of family and home in-
fluence which might have helped to
form the character of their subject.
They attempted, too, to describe any
unusual manifestation of special talent
that the subject might have displayed
while very young. Here Dr. Davy was
on far firmer ground than Dr. Paris,
for his mother must often have dwelt
on details of his illustrious brother’s
development. Traditionally the penulti-
mate chapter in a biography contained

the death-bed scene, full of agonizing
detail, real and imagined. Dr. Davy
was not himself in the Swiss hotel
room the night of 29 May 1829, when
Sir Humphry died, so he could only
quote the servant who had last spoken
to him. He remedied the deficiency by
discussing the possible causes of death
with clinical candor. Dr. Davy’s final
chapter likewise fit the pattern his
contemporaries demanded. After sum-
marizing in detail his brother’s post-
humously published works, Dr. Davy
swept together a catalog and analysis
of Sir Humphry’s personal character-
istics. We are told that Sir Humphry
was five foot seven, had stocky legs,
a “sanguine” temperament, a “light”
speaking voice, and a nonmusical ear.
True to form, testimonials about
Davy’s high character and firm moral
purpose follow, but then Dr. Davy
introduces a switch on the pattern. He
appends further testimonials to sustain
his views of Dr. Paris’s calumny.

Dr. Davy faced another difficulty.
It was well known to contemporaries
that Sir Humphry and Lady Davy did
not get on well, and that some of
Sir Humphry’s actions reflected his
domestic strife.. His wealthy widow,
socially prominent in her own right
and prominent in scientific circles in
her husband’s right, regarded Dr. Davy
as a rival. She had cooperated to a
limited extent with Dr. Paris. To Dr.
Davy she gave nothing. Nor, while
she lived, could anything be written
to describe Sir Humphry’s matrimo-
nial difficulties. Twenty-six years after
Sir Humphry’s death, and about a
month after Lady Davy’s, Dr. Davy
finally had access to some of his broth-
er’s more personal papers. Again he
attempted to repair the damage Paris
had done and to tell what he could of
his sister-in-law. The short volume
Fragments and Literary Remains (15)
shows that age had mellowed Dr.
Davy’s temper but had not improved
his writing style. So inarticulate was
he on the subject of Lady Davy that,
in several paragraphs, he conveyed only
the information that the lady had a
remarkably quick temper (16). Despite
all of Dr. Davy’s efforts (I7), Dr.
Paris’s two volumes were still re-
garded as definitive. Dr. Davy’s works
were cranky and crabbed, and, as a
result, largely ignored. Paris deter-
mined Sir Humphry’s reputation, but
it was Dr. Davy’s performance that
served to fix it. Generations of unwary
readers have been trapped between
them.
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The “Self-Help” Biographers

As the Victorian age ripened, Sir
Humphry became an attractive subject
to another group of biographers, those
preaching the virtues of self-help. He
was taken as a prime example of a
poor boy who catapulted to exalted
social rank through hard work and
moral rectitude. Special veneration was
due him for his technological achieve-
ment in designing the miners’ safety
lamp. By refusing to make money
from the sale of the lamps (Davy
published the design; several enterpris-
ing gentlemen engaged in the manu-
facture) he had done his duty to man-
kind and contributed to the progress of
the Empire and the world. Authors
found his life inspirational, particularly
for youngsters thought to be in need
of uplift and guidance. Biographies of
this stamp, in which Davy was either
the sole subject or one of several, went
through many editions, and it must
be assumed that they were widely read
(18). Most of them derived almost en-
tirely from Dr. Paris’s narrative, for
Paris’s sprightly anecdotes could be
excerpted to adorn what might other-
wise be a plain tale. Again, Davy was
not unique in being so treated, but he
was unique in the number of times
his life was described in the rags-to-
riches-through-virtue-and-grit context.

Among literary figures and artists,
self-help biographers did not make nice
distinctions about whom to include in
their compilations (/9), but a scien-
tist, to be included, must have done
work which had practical application.
Technological advances were usually
described in terms of the benefits man-
kind derived from them, particularly if
those benefits affected transportation or
improved the lot of work animals. The
precise nature of the technological
contribution was rarely discussed; the
device was described merely as “an
improvement upon” an existing ma-
chine. Had the scientist worked up-
on a problem or made a discovery
which appeared to have little immedi-
ate practical application, the work was
tersely cited as work upon “the rid-
dle of nature.” The phrase was ubi-
quitous. It was hardly new, but the
self-help biographers made it their
touchstone. Riddles admit of an
answer, usually surprising or clever, and
that answer is available to anyone with
the wit to apply himself to its dis-
covery. The moral tales stressed pre-
cisely this attitude toward science. For
a present-day reader hardy enough
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to tackle them, the works attest to
the means by which a career in science
was urged on bright, willing lads.

As the 19th century waned, new
demands were made of biographers:
scientists and science were regarded in
a somewhat different way. Davy’s rep-
utation was caught in the currents of
change, too. Sir Thomas Edward
Thorpe, British chemist and historian
of science, produced the one-volume
Humphry Davy, Poet and Philosopher
(20). Thorpe studied both Dr. Paris
and Dr. Davy with great care. He
felt compelled to say, in his introduc-
tion, that he was on the side of Dr.
Davy!—perhaps the first time in
many years that anyone had noticed
that there were sides to take. Thorpe
also sought out new material, some of
a personal kind, but most of it about
Davy’s scientific work. In one sense
Thorpe’s book may be regarded as a
logical extension of a self-help biog-
raphy; while Thorpe did no preach-
ing, he was much concerned with as-
signment of priority in the safety-
lamp controversy. The overall effect
is greater than this, however, for, in
describing the priority squabble, so
judicious is Thorpe’s tone that, had
the evidence favored George Stephen-
son, doubtless ‘he would have stated
it with equal candor.

Thorpe’s inclusion of some of the
more personal materials partially dis-
pelled the cardboard-paragon image
with which Dr. Davy had endowed his
brother, although reticence lingered

still. In writing of Davy’s courtship,

Thorpe reprinted several notes and let-
ters that had passed between Davy and
Mrs. Apreece and then announced to
the reader that “the world has no con-
cern with their tender confidences.”
Thorpe did not share an earlier gen-
eration’s enthusiasm for the “riddle
of nature,” although he did not reject
hard work as a factor in Davy’s
phenomenal success. Relying in part on
transcriptions, by H. Bence Jones, from
Davy’s notebooks, Thorpe summarized
many of Davy’s achievements, choosing
to emphasize his creativity and scientific
insights. Davy he regarded still as a
“fortunate” scientist, and he concluded
his book with a quotation from an ear-
lier era (21):

We look upon Sir Humphry Davy as
having afforded a striking example of
what the Romans called a man of good
fortune; whose success . . . was not how-
ever the result of accident, but of in-
genuity and wisdom to devise plans, and
of skill and industry to bring them to a
successful issue. He was fortunate in his

theories, fortunate in  his discoveries,
fortunate in living in an age sufficiently
enlightened to appreciate his merits. . . .

Biographer Thorpe was not alone in
underlining “good fortune.” Davy and
others chosen as subjects for biog-
raphy after about 1880 emerged close-
ly resembling a late-Victorian ideal for
scientists. While technological improve-
ments were still given considerable em-
phasis, theoretical work was increas-
ingly discussed. There was a diminish-
ing tendency to let the subject speak
for himself, through the use of bulky
excerpts from printed papers, and some
effort was made to interpret the scien-
tist’s work and to indicate how that
work fitted into the activities of the
wider scientific community.

“Psychological” Biography

Then something happened which
threatened to reverse Davy’s emerg-
ing reputation. Biographers in all areas
became aware of Freud’s personality
studies. Scientists came to be regarded
as men of genius whose mental
activity was amenable to psychoanaly-
tic study. Dr. Wilhelm Ostwald, Nobel
laureate and distinguished German
pioneer in physical chemistry, had a
life-long interest in the history of
science. He brought to his work tremen-
dous vitality, a passion for order, and
years of reflection on the metaphysical
implications of the concept of energy.
At the turn of this century physical
chemists were reaping the harvest from
their long endeavor to establish limit-
ing cases for chemical and physical
systems. It was an exceptionally prof-
itable endeavor, one which made it
possible to correlate apparently recalci-
trant phenomena and to order a vast
number of thermodynamic data. Ost-
wald used psychological constructs to
order the craft of scientific biography, to
show that different ranges of “psychic
energy” produced different kinds of
scientific personalities. He was especial-
ly intrigued by the manifest differences
in personality between Sir Humphry
and his protégé Michael Faraday. In
a paper, “Psychographische Studien,”
subsequently incorporated into a much-
translated and widely circulated book,
Grosse Minner, he defined “limiting
cases” for scientific behavior (22). He
characterized a “romantic” scientific
personality on the basis of what he
knew of Davy, and a “classical” scien-
tific personality on the basis of what
he knew of Faraday. With the person-

289



ality limits defined, Ostwald then wrote
a Davy biography clearly proving that
Davy was a “romantic” scientist. Ost-
wald sought no new information about
Davy, basing his work almost exclusive-
ly on that of Dr. Paris. It is a tribute
to the caliber of Davy’s scientific
work that his reputation was not com-
pletely obliterated by Ostwald’s efforts.
But the damage was indubitably great.
Thorpe’s sounder beginnings had been
passed over, and to Sir Humphry the
epithet “romantic” was firmly affixed.

Scientific Biography and Stracheyism

It is not surprising that biographers
of scientists were aware of psychoan-
alytic discoveries, just as biogra-
phers of authors, statesmen, and artists
were, but it does seem extraordinary,
at first glance, that scientific biography
escaped that other post-Victorian bio-
graphical influence, “Stracheyism” (23).
Some scientific  biographies were
written in mocking terms to expose a
particular scientist’s moral littleness or
his muddleheaded pretensions, but
they were relatively rare (24). For
one thing, scientists did not suffer
from overinflated reputations in the
way that a statesman, a general, a
moral crusader, or an educator often
did. Scientists dirtied their hands, and
therefore their work smacked of the
trades; only a few decades earlier a
career in science had been advertised
as the way of advancement for a
bright, poor boy. Furthermore, science
dealt either with prosaic subjects, like
disease, bacteria, and the slow course
of human evolution, or with matters
—such as the hidden forces operating
between those invisible constituents of
matter, the atoms—so arcane that
there was little to debunk. Moreover,
the lives and work of scientists
provided far less material for fascina-
ting and romantic exposés—the other
aspect of Stracheyism—than the lives
of starving or drunken or sexually li-
bertine poets and artists. This is not
to say that there have not been scien-
tists who starved or drank more than
they should, or lived licentiously, but
in the mind of the public the scien-
tist seemed far from “romantic,” un-
less one harked back to the attitudes
of an earlier era and viewed him as
a man with monk-like qualities. When
popular biographers took this tack
they usually emphasized the “quest”
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aspects of a scientist’s work; titles that
included words like hunter and
search were common. The word magic
was often used in discussion of use-
ful laboratory discoveries.

Davy escaped such treatment in the
popular biographies, but subsequent
works about him reflected the general
loosening that Stracheyism brought to
all Dbiography. Reticence, especially
about the workings of a man’s mind,
disappeared. Not only was inquiry into
the genesis of scientific ideas accept-
able, it was requisite. The biographer
read his subject’s notebooks, papers,
letters, and monographs closely, then
organized and interpreted them. For
Davy the task was begun by J. C.
Gregory (25). The title The Scientific
Achievements of Sir Humphry Davy
shows that Gregory did not regard the
work as a life at all, but it is, never-
theless, a kind of biography. Gregory
considered the nonscientific parts of
Davy’s life only insofar as he deemed
them to have been influential in Davy’s
development as a scientist. To be sure,
Gregory concentrated more upon the
results than upon the means by which
they were achieved, but he quietly
discarded Dr. Paris’s oblique asper-
sions and focused his attention upon
Davy’s published papers. Ostwald’s
strictures seem not to have bothered
him overmuch. Unfortunately, the edi-
tion was small. Gregory’s book seems
to have nearly disappeared from Davy
literature and from library shelves.

The publication of Davy biographies
continued. About two decades after the
appearance of Gregory’s book, James
Kendall wrote a life of Davy for ado-
lescents (26). It was free of the pious
simpering of the “self-help” biogra-
phies, but Kendall took Paris and Dr.
Davy as his chief sources, and he
refers to Thorpe. He took note, too,
of Ostwald, and classed Davy as
“romantic.” For readers on the Conti-
nent, Wilhelm Prandtl translated
Thorpe’s short work into German (27).
This may have helped to disperse some
of the *“romantic” cloud in which Ost-
wald had half-hidden Sir Humphry.
The Russian author Mogilevskii pro-
duced a short biography, Gemfri Devi
(28), derivative from Thorpe, Dr.
Davy, and, of course, Dr. Paris. None
of these works included any apprecia-
ble quantity of new or forgotten ma-
terial, but all of them revealed a
“new” attitude. Sermonizing disap-
peared completely; Davy’s scientific

thought processes were regarded as in-
teresting. In each case the author was
trying to provide a picture of a man.
A contemporary Davy biography is
Anne Treneer’s The Mercurial Chem-
ist, A Life of Sir Humphry Davy
(29). Cornish by birth, and trained in
the humanities, Miss Treneer chose
to emphasize Davy’s activities as a
minor member of the Romantic school
of poets and his connections with Cole-
ridge, Southey, Wordsworth, and
Lamb. She sought out some new ma-
terial, chiefly from Davy’s correspond-
ence with these men; pointed out
Davy’s Cornish characteristics; and re-
futed some of Paris’s more obvious
slanders. In selecting biographical de-
tail she decided to eliminate considera-
tion of most of Davy’s scientific en-
deavors; she reverted, instead, to a
post-Strachey romanticization, viewing
Davy primarily as poet in order to pro-
vide overtones of literary drama.
Deciding what to omit may be the

chief problem for 20th-century biogra-
phers. By now, biographers have dec-
ades of scholarship and vast iibrary re-
sources to tap. Writers of scientific bi- -
ography have an additional advantage
over their colleagues in other areas, for
the biographer of an experimental sci-
entist can account minutely for his sub-
ject’s time. When Sir Humphry writes,
for example, that he weighed 5 grains
of a salt and placed it in a clean, dry
receiver, one has some notion of how
long it took him to find the salt, weigh
it on a balance, clean the receiver, dry
it, add the salt, and make the seal. If
anything, the scientific biographer can
deduce almost too much. The interest-
ing point—the thing the biographer
must strive to discover—is what the
subject was thinking while he carried
out his more routine tasks, and what
led him in the first place to decide that
a particular operation was worth while
and meaningful. These decisions on the
part of the scientist are the crux of the
matter; for the biographer they are
both a joy and a tribulation. While it
would be tidy and simple to think that
every “scientific” decision has its basis
in something equally “scientific,” we
know that this is not always the case.
Scientific ideas are often produced, se-
lected, and nurtured chiefly because they
fill an esthetic need, and esthetic needs
are determined and conditioned by many
factors. Victorian biographers placed
their chief emphasis on early training as
the primary conditioning agent, but con-
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temporary biographer. cast their nets
far wider. The scientist’s education, the
equipment and specimens available to
him, his knowledge or ignorance of
prior art, his command of languages, and
his mathematical creativity—all these
the 20th-century biographer certainly
takes into account. Of more subtle but
perhaps equal importance to the bi-
ographer are the scientist’s notions about
the relationship between God and man,
his position in the social scheme . of
things, the state of his health, the state
of his reputation, his philosophical bias,
and even his prejudices. All these fac-
tors can contribute in small or great
ways to the development of a scientist,
" and to the ideas which he entertains.

Nor can the scientific biographer, ex-
cept at his peril, ignore his subject’s
errors of judgment or his poor theoriz-
ing. Inadequate theories, careless experi-
mentation,. “wrong” results, and twisted
or naive interpretations have been as
decisive for the course of the history of
science as theories, experiments, and re-
sults which today we call “right.” A
biographer who failed to mention, in
writing of a subject from an earlier
era, theories and experiments now
classed, for whatever reason, as out-
moded would make the subject appear
empty-headed and uninteresting. The bi-
ography of a scientist becomes engross-
ing when it permits us to watch a mind
at work, and to do this it must present
the scientifically “bad” as well as the
“good” (30). '

Science has not moved continuously
forward, nor has it developed in the
way that, in the light of hindsight, we
can see would have been most efficient.
In the past it proceeded almost in
secret in the minds of many men. Bi-
ographies are the stuff of the history of
science. One of the charms of science
is the fact that we cannot predict, given
an initial state, where changes will come,
or when. Nor can a final, definitive bi-
ography of a scientist be written, and
for somewhat the same reasons. Pat-
terns in scientific biography have shifted
and are shifting still. Biographers and
scientists alike find their fulfillment in
the work of their successors.
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