
Scientist Fiction 

Summer is traditionally a time for reading 
works that are either particularly heavy or 
particularly light. Followers of Science's 
Books Received column can hardlv want for 
suggestions regarding the former and will 
have found no dearth of popular expositions 
of scientific ideas and discovery. But the 
mix that reaches the editors' desks also 
includes an occasional novel. Here, for the 
benefit of summer readers interested in try- 
ing this third genre, are described several 
whose bestowal on Science seems to have 
some rationale. 

Probably the quintessential science nov- 
el of the yea; is The Bourbaki *bit 
(University of Georgia Press, $19.95) by 
chemist and "father of the Pill" Carl Djer- 
assi, which follows a previous novel, Can- 
tor's Dilemma (Viking-Penguin paperback, 
$9), by the same author. Like its predeces- 
sor (see Science 246, 829 [1989]), the book 
takes up themes of particular currency in 
the science world. Here the necessity of 
early retirement is a motivating factor, lead- 
ing Max Weiss, a Princeton biochemist, 
backed by Diana Doyle-Ditmus (D3), a sexy 
70ish historian of French erotica made 
wealthy by the MacArthur Foundation, to 
set out to Drove the creative Dowers of 
emeriti. The mechanism is a pseudonymous 
consortium inspired by the Nicholas Bour- 
baki of mathematics, and for it an appropri- 
ately multicultural assemblage of senior sci- 
entists-including an Austrian, a Japanese, 
and a lesbian-is recruited, with a graduate 
student (Diana's granddaughter) to help out 
in practical ways. Suffice it to say that 
com~lications arise and the ~olvmerase . , 
chain reaction is discovered. Along the way 
are to be found excursions on such topics as 
meetings of science academies, the Japanese 
system of academic preferment, the socio- 
biology 'controversy, and DNA sequencing. 
Science watchers will find much that is 
familiar (though will wonder why the Cold 
Spring Harbor symposia are located in 
Woods Hole), and it has to be said that, 
even more than with Cantor's Dikmma, the 
science lore is the main attraction of this 
book. With the sometimes didactic manner 
of its predecessor and less plausible plot it 
wouldn't likelv be readine of choice for a " 
seasoned fiction reader without a special 
interest in scientists and their ways. 

A briefer novel in quite a different style 
is The Good Benito (Pantheon, $21) by 

physicist and popularizer Alan Lightman, 
also the author of an earlier novel, Ein- 
stein's Dreams (Pantheon, $17; Warner 
paperback, $7.99). An episodic Bildungsro- 
man, Lightman's new novel has as its pro- 
tagonist a young physicist, Bennett Lang, 
who early on recognizes himself as "a pon- 
derer" and for whom "the world buckled at 
its knees" when he first discovered algebra, 
where "there was always an answer, clear as 
a new Franklin half-dollar." We initially see 
Bennett at the beginning of his academic 
career, where his dean's ambitions for their 

The National Academy of Sciences' statue of Al- 
bert Einstein. "Conway sat herself by Einstein's 
right foot and reached over to stroke his bronze 
shin. That's when I noticed that her slip was show- 
ing. The stretch of white slip shone brightly in the 
sunshine, so brightly it seemed she'd pulled it 
down below the hem of her dark green skirt as a 
deliberate challenge: to show that dress or ap- 
pearance simply didn't matter. She wore abso- 
lutely no makeup; her hair seemed to have been 
cut by a man's barber. What a contrast to D,! But 
despite the contrast they both seemed to know 
what they wanted, and neither wasted any time 
getting to the point. Charlea Cherith Conway, I 
found myself musing: C,. I could just see myself 
introducing my two chemical formulas to each 
other: 'May I present the three deuteriums to the 
three carbons?' " [From Carl Djerassi's The Bour- 
baki Gambit] 

institution push Bennett into an effort to 
induce a brilliant but reticent professor to 
put his work into publishable form; from 
this ill-fated venture emerges the theme of 
the importance of the well-posed problem 
that will eventually offer Bennett a way of 
dealing with a torturous marriage to a psy- 
chologically incapacitated painter. But the 
largest part of the book deals with Bennett's 
earlier years. His growing up in a materially 
comfortable southern household includes 
closeness with a family maid who stands in 
for his idiosyncratic mother and remote fa- 
ther, experiments with electric gadgetry and 
rocketry, an exploration of moral dilemmas 
with a learned rabbi. and a romantic rela- 
tionship with a high'school drama teacher 
who tries to unburden him of his penchant 
for precision. Having as an undergraduate 
found himself "gradually . . . confirming his 
suspicion that the world was described by 
equations," Bennett proceeds to graduate 
school. where he chooses as an a ~ ~ r e n t i c e  . L 

problem one that "he soon realized . . . was 
not of fundamental importance. And the 
basic attack had already been mapped by 
another scientist before. But he was con- 
fronting a problem that had never been 
solved . . . Every unverified fact extracted a 
small  rice. Little bv little. he had been 
paying away his independence and self-con- 
fidence. Now he had a chance to discover 
something true about the world . . . taking 
nobody's word for it." After some difficul- 
ties the problem is mastered-"The equa- 
tions, which over the last months had 
grown tired and suspicious, came to life, and 
they were right and they were graceful and 
thev glistened like a moon over treesH-and , "  
Bennett proceeds to his independent life. 
Although the stow of The Good Benito will - 
have many resonances for those acquainted 
with the traditional lore of physics, it is 
essentially one of an inward journey rather 
than of mores, and as family ties reassert 
themselves the book ends with an indica- 
tion that the time when Bennett "lived his 
whole life in science" has ~assed. 

In mystery novels scientists are not un- 
common as characters, and anthropologists 
and archaeologists are especially likely to 
figure because of the forensic potential of 
their discipline. In Gordon Randolph Wil- 
ley's Selena (Walker, $19.95) we have a 
mystery that was in fact written by an ar- 
chaeologist. Its protagonist, Colin R. Ed- 
wards, like its author a retired archaeologist 
based in Cambridge, Massachusetts, is 
moved to revisit the town of his upbringing 
on the Florida coast bv a call for h e l ~  from 
a cousin. Colin's return to the world of his 
Dast. "or at least a shell of that world." . , 

places him as a now-distanced outsider in 
the position of mediator among uneasy, 
seemingly paranoid relatives. The family 
tensions turn out to revolve around the 
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upcornlng sale of a family property that 
contai~ls a partly unexcavated Indian 
mound, and eventuallv Colin's nrofessional 
expertise 1s brought into play. In  the  course 
of the story old lnernorles rise to the  surface, 
an  ~lnsettl lng early love is brlefly rekindled, 
and dark family secrets are newly revealed, 
leaving Colin as narrator to reflect that "I 
hope noxv only to return" to the  "contented 
and prosaic" condition of h ~ s  llfe in Cam- 
bridpe. Notwithstandini! the  use made of - 
archaeology III uncovering the  relnalns of 
an  old crime, the  author wears his learning 
lightly, and this 1s not really a "sciency" 
book; ~t also transcends the  norm for the 
lnvsterv genre, and n o  allowances need be , , u  

made for the  author's novice status as a 
non-academic writer. 

Social sclentlsts ~ 2 1 t h  interests in  Issues 
beyond bones and burials are seldom main 
characters 111 mysteries, and aflclonados ( ~ f  
any there be) of works featuring such think- 
ers will be glad of the appearance thls 
month of a third novel by Marshall Jevons, 
entitled A Deadly Indifference (Carroll 
and Graf, New York, $18.95). This do~lbly 
composite author (really the  economists 

William B r a t  of Trinity University and 
Kenneth G. Elzlnga of the  Unlversitv of 

u 

Vlrglnia) has produced txvo earller works, 
Murder at the Margin (Princeton Unlver- 
slty Press, $34.95 or, in paper, $1L7.95) and 
T h e  Fatal Equilibrium (Ballantine paper- 
back, $4.93) featuring eco~lomics professor 
Henry Spearman of Harvard, whose grasp of 
such concepts as utlllty maximization puts 
him at  a n  advantage 111 ~dentifylng perpe- 
trators of crlme. T h e  new work 1s set In the  
"Marxo-Keynesian" Carnbrldge, England, 
of the 1960s, where Spearman and his a l f e  
Pldge have traveled to  assist In the purchase 
hi7 a n  Amerlcan foundation of Balliol Croft. 
a home once occupied by the  great econo- 
mist Alfred Marshall. Spearman, "an aca- 
demic hot property," is quickly engaged 111 

the  fierce debates being waged by the  Cam- 
bridge economists, he  confidently predlct- 
111g the collapse of communism as they loft- 
ily present their case for the  inviabillty of 
capitalism. Much eco~lomic theory and 
Cambridge lore are expou~lded as murder 
erunts to affect the  fate of Balliol Croft and 
Spearman involves himself in the  investi- 
gation of the case. As in Jevons's earller 
books, Spearman's rationality prevails in 
matters large and small, but t h ~ s  potentially 
maddening quality is tempered by his pix- 
ieish good humor and the  exposition of 
other p a n t s  of view o n  matters at issue (see 
Vignettes, p. 11 1 ) .  

T h e  range of ways In which scie~ltists are 
being represented In flctlon IS only barely 
l~ldicated In t111s account. A m o ~ l g  recent 
works that readers Interested in foraging 
f ~ ~ r t h e r  o n  their oxvn might like to include 
o n  their browsing lists are Erich Segal's 

Prizes (Ballantlne, $23.95), and, set in  ear- 
her eras, Nicholas Mosley's Hopeful Mon- 
sters (Dalkep Archive Press, $2 1.93; Vln- 
tage paperback, $13) and A. S. Byatt's An-  
gels and Insects (Random House, $21; VIII- 
tage paperback, $1 2) .  

Katherine Livingston 

Books Received 
Advances in Environmental Remote Sensing F 
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Agriculture and the Environment. Brdgng Food 
Production and Envronmental Protecton in Developng 
Countr~es Anthony S R Juo and Russell D Freed, Eds 
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Jones Wiley, New York, 1995. x, 408 pp , llus 574 95 

ELlSA Theory and Practce. John R. Crowther Hu- 
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Sloane and Smon Plouffe Academc Press, San Dego 
CA, 1995 xiv, 587 pp., Ilus. $44 95. 
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