
was Nernst's "infallible sense for the es- 
sential and genuine passion for knowl- 
edge of the deep interrelations of na- 
ture." All these qualities are evident in 
Nernst's greatest scientific achievement 
-the formulation, theoretical clarifica- 
tion, and experimental justification of 
the third law of thermodynamics, a law 
that Nernst himself usually and legiti- 
mately referred to as "my heat theo- 
rem." Nernst arrived at this theorem as 
a result of his efforts to determine 
thermodynamically the equilibrium state 
of chemical reactions in gases at high 
temperatures. The theorem then led 
him into the rich and unexplored field 
of low-temperature physics, a field 
whose fundamental importance was 
actually established by Nernst's theo- 
rem. These studies in turn made it pos- 
sible for Nernst to become the first 
successful advocate for the quantum 
theory and the architect of the Solvay 
Conference of 1911. 

Mendelssohn shows how the success 
story of Nernst's career was closely 
coupled to the rapidly growing wealth 
and power of the new Prussian-domi- 
nated imperial Germany. He describes 
the important role played by Friedrich 
Althoff, Permanent Secretary of the 
Prussian Ministry of Education, in 
strengthening the scientific faculties of 
the Prussian universities. It was Althoff 
who saw to the creation of a chair of 
physical chemistry and a new electro- 
chemical laboratory for Nernst at the 
University of Goettingen to keep him 
in Prussia. During his Goettingen years 
Nernst established close contacts with 
industry, as did many of his scientific 
colleagues. He showed his multifaceted 
genius here, too, by inventing a lamp 
that used the light emitted by a solid 
electrolyte carrying a current, and by 
selling the patent for it outright to the 
Allgemeine Elektrizitaets Gesellschaft 
for a million marks. When Nernst was 
called to a chair in Berlin in 1905 he 
moved his family in the style he con- 
sidered appropriate to a rich 20th- 
century professor-by automobile. 
(Nernst had been driving since 1898; 
his first assignment when he volunteered 
for duty after war broke out in 1914 
was to drive with military documents 
from the General Staff to the German 
armies deep within France.) 

Nernst felt at home in Berlin. His 
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circle there was by no means limited to 
academic colleagues, but embraced 
prominent figures from the artistic, 
financial, industrial, military, and gov- 
ernmental elite of the imperial capital, 
including Kaiser Wilhelm the Second, 
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whom Nernst often advised on a variety 
of matters. After the personal and na- 
tional tragedies of the war Nernst be- 
came a firm supporter of the new re- 
public, serving it well in several ca- 
pacities. When Hitler came to power 
Nernst soon found that life in Berlin 
was impossible for a man with anti- 
Nazi views, Jewish friends, and two 
Jewish sons-in-law. He retired to his 
country estate, where he died early in 
1941. 

I must point out that Mendelssohn's 
work is not the sound, scholarly history 
one should expect in a book written 
by an internationally respected scientist 
and published by a university press. The 
writing is completely undocumented; 
there are no references, no bibliogra- 
phy, no notes whatsoever. What Men- 
delssohn says about the history of sci- 
ence is inaccurate and sometimes 
seriously misleading. The Nernst he 
presents is the Nernst he knew and 
admired, the Nernst known by other 
people. But there is no letter, no quota- 
tion from Nernst himself, that would 
take us behind the persona which, as 
Mendelssohn himself remarks, Nernst 
used to conceal himself from the world. 
Mendelssohn's book is lively and inter- 
esting reading, but it must be taken for 
what it is-a personal memoir pre- 
sented in the form of a biography and 
social history. 

MARTIN J. KLEIN 

Department of History of Science and 
Medicine, Yale University, 
New Haven, Connecticut 
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