
other survivors of the little band of 
young men who created modern physics 
in the heroic years from 1925 to 1930 
and a larger number of survivors from 
the less heroic years that came later. 
Everybody was invited to talk, on a 
not too technical level, about any 
subject not altogether unrelated to the 
life and work of Dirac. The talks were 
recorded, collected, and edited with a 
light hand by Jagdish Mehra. This book 
is the result. It has no unifying theme 
and very little structure. It is, in part, 
a collection of expository essays describ- 
ing the present state of knowledge in 
various areas of science. It is also, in 
part, a mine of anecdotal history and 
personal reminiscence. It is also, in 
part, a gallery of self-portraits drawn 
by some of the most colorful charac- 
ters of our century. 

Mehra availed himself of the editor's 
privilege to include an 87-page mono- 
graph by himself entitled "Einstein, 
Hilbert, and the theory of gravitation." 
This is a substantial historical study, 
outlining the sequence of events that 
led the mathematician Hilbert to devote 
several years of his life to the elabora- 
tion of Einstein's theory of gravitation 
and to discover independently several 
of Einstein's main results. One of the 
striking features of this story is the 
intense personal respect that Einstein 
and Hilbert maintained toward each 
other, in spite of their sharp differ- 
ences of viewpoint and their often over- 
lapping discoveries. In those days, it 
appears, scientists were not only giants, 
but also gentlemen. 

One of the contributions that will 
probably be of greatest interest to the 
unspecialized reader is "The origin of 
biological information," a 40-page 
essay by Manfred Eigen. This is a frag- 
mentary but illuminating discussion of 
the difficulties that arise in trying to 
understand in Darwinian terms the pre- 
biological phases of evolution. Eigen 
raises many questions and answers 
none. Because he is here talking in an 
informal and tentative manner, his 
statement is more convincing than the 
dogmatic article on the origin of life 
he published a few years ago in Natur- 
wissenschaften. The problems of recon- 
structing possible pathways of prebi- 
otic evolution in the absence of any kind 
of fossil evidence are indeed formidable. 
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and, on the other hand, the humility 
to learn the hard way, by laborious ex- 
periment, which molecular pathways are 
consistent with the stubborn facts of 
chemistry. We are still at the very 
beginning of the quest for understand- 
ing of the origin of life. We do not yet 
have even a rough picture of the nature 
of the obstacles that prebiotic evolution 
has had to overcome. We do not have 
a well-defined set of criteria by which to 
judge whether any given theory of the 
origin of life is adequate. And yet, the 
origin of life is clearly destined to be 
one of the great themes in the science 
of the coming decades. It is a unifying 
theme, which will require the concerted 
effort of chemists, biologists, geologists, 
paleontologists, and perhaps even physi- 
cists, for its elucidation. Eigen has per- 
formed a valuable service in calling the 
attention of a new generation of physi- 
cal scientists to the existence of this 
challenge. He has begun to ask some 
of the right questions. It is too soon 
to expect any answers. 

Another chapter that may be recom- 
mended to the general reader is "From 
relativity to mutability," by John 
Wheeler. Wheeler, one of the greatest 
physicists now living, is also famous as 
a gifted teacher. He writes 'as he teaches, 
with exuberance and a ceaseless flow of 
poetic imagery. He leaves the students, 
even those who can grasp little of the 
technical substance of his argument, 
with a vivid impression of what it is 
like to be a creative scientist. His style 
of writing is so personal that everything 
he writes is a self-portrait. Recently he 
published an article entitled "From 
Mendeleev's atom to the collapsing 
star," which inspired some anonymous 
joker to circulate in samizdat a parody 
called "Rasputin and the transmogrifica- 
tion of science." The parody was so 
good that many of us suspected it could 
only have been written by Wheeler 
himself. Wheeler's chapter in this book 
might also have been written as a self- 

parody. It is Wheeler at his best, a 
man in love with science and intoxicated 
with the mystery of the universe. 

The final section of the book is a 
record of the talks and unprepared re- 
marks at the symposium banquet. Here 
are to be found some splendid "Dirac 
stories," told by people who know Dirac 
personally and have no need to invent 
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personally and have no need to invent 
or embellish. A "Dirac story" has 
always a special flavor that arises from 
Dirac's uniquely logical mind. The book 
ends with this one told by Eugene Wig- 
ner: "Once Polanyi, Dirac and I had a 
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luncheon together and we discussed 
questions of science, society and all 
those things. All the time Dirac did 
not say a word. So when we went out 
I told Paul, 'Paul, why don't you speak 
up?' . . . 'There are always more peo- 
ple,' he said, 'willing to speak, than will- 
ing to listen.'" 

FREEMAN DYSON 
Institute for Advanced Study, 
Princeton, New Jersey 
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