
  
  
      
        
          Simply Einstein

          
		      
          Jimena Canales

        

        
          
          Simply Charly

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2021 by Jimena Canales 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher at the address below.
Cover Illustration: Vladymyr Lukash
Cover Design: Scarlett Rugers
ISBN (Print): 978-1-943657-45-2
ISBN (eBook): 978-1-943657-46-9






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Praise for “Simply Einstein”
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Other Great Lives
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Series Editor's Foreword
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Preface
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgments
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Introduction
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        A Previously Unknown Physicist Becomes World Famous
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The Three Classic Tests
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Einstein’s Magical Message
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Einstein Becomes World Famous
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Anti-Semitism and Politics
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Light sees the Light
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Quantum Mechanics and the Atomic Bomb
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Skeletons in his Archive
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Einstein's Legacy
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Suggested Reading
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Word from the Publisher
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  





  
  Praise for “Simply Einstein”



“Jimena Canales is one of the very best contemporary science writers, and no one could have written a clearer, more empathetic or appealing short life of the twentieth century’s quintessential scientific genius.”
—John Banville, Man Booker Prize-winning author of The Sea

“This stimulating book by a distinguished historian of science looks at Einstein from several angles. We see him as the author of the special and general theories of relativity, as an ambitious professor in competition with others, as the exemplar of the brilliant scientist, and as a political figure. We see him as a child, a student, and as a husband and father. Jimena Canales animates the debates about the validity of Einstein’s most famous ideas and how they changed our ideas about time and space forever, at their implications for quantum mechanics and the building of the atomic bomb, and at the significance of his legacy today. The book draws on a wide variety of sources to illuminate the impact and the controversies Einstein’s work caused and is written throughout in clear and sparkling prose.”
—Jeremy Gray, Emeritus Professor, the Open University, U.K. and Honorary Professor of Mathematics, The University of Warwick, U.K.

“Simply Einstein offers a succinct and fascinating look at the phenomenal work that made Albert Einstein world-famous. It shows how Einstein’s reputation was built on bold theories that were splendidly tested by experiments such as the eclipse expeditions of 1919 and amplified by the media in riveting stories about their revolutionary implications. It offers a great read for those wondering how Einstein vaulted into international fame in the early 20th century and has remained synonymous with genius.”
—Paul Halpern, author of Synchronicity: The Epic Quest to Understand the Quantum Nature of Cause and Effect

“Jimena Canales captivates us with the tale of how Einstein became “Einstein”—and it’s not the story you think. Simply Einstein reveals the family, mentors, colleagues, rivals, and lovers who made him into our icon of science. Instead of a lone genius revolutionizing the world, we see him struggling, leaning on his friends, and worrying deeply about how he would be remembered by history. This is the real Einstein—full-blooded and fascinating.”
—Matthew Stanley, Professor of the History and Philosophy of Science, New York University

“Like a lotus flower growing in a bog, Einstein’s ideas arose, pure and strong as diamond, out of the muck of his personal life and the chaos of his times. The miracle can be neither explained nor emulated; we can only observe it and allow it to inspire us. In this brief biography, Jimena Canales sets out to sketch a fascinating glimpse of Einstein, the man and his legacy, in the hindsight of our own era. Using an expression Einstein used in the title of one of the most consequential papers in the history of science, I am confident that her effort will succeed in its heuristic goal of stimulating people to learn and discover on their own”
—Hans Christian von Baeyer, author of QBism: The Future of Quantum Physics and Emeritus Chancellor Professor of Physics, College of William & Mary

“Jimena Canales captures the sweep of Einstein’s unparalleled career in this engaging biography, revealing how Einstein became an icon. Simply Einstein is a captivating introduction to Einstein’s most consequential ideas that also invites us to think about scientists’ public roles in society today.”
—David Kaiser, Germeshausen Professor of the History of Science and Professor of Physics, Massachusetts Institute of Technology

“Einstein is famous for being an unconventional figure—the hair, the (absence of) socks, sticking out his tongue to photographers—but he is often presented to the public by biographers in a very conventional manner. Jimena Canales’s Simply Einstein is not conventional. This is an original interpretation of Einstein, studded with quotations and episodes that you will not find in other accounts.”
—Michael D. Gordin, author of Einstein in Bohemia and Rosengarten Professor of Modern and Contemporary History, Princeton University

“By humanizing and situating this larger-than-life figure within the holistic context of physics in the 20th century, Jimena Canales provides a unique and intriguing understanding of Einstein. She does this by interrogating how we know Einstein with how we should know Einstein. This is amplified by her gift of writing about the history of science in an engaging manner that serves as a gateway for new entrants into the fascinating subfield of Einstein historians.”
—Tiffany Nichols, Black Hole Initiative, Harvard University

“In recent years, the extraordinary flowering of Einstein scholarship and the new information uncovered about the great man has not necessarily reached the ordinary reader. Jimena Canales’ book accessibly introduces a great deal of these exciting historical discoveries to those interested in the man but daunted by the often highly technical aspects of his science. What is particularly good to see is that so much of the story is told through the words of Einstein, his friends and colleagues, and the newspapers and other commentators of the day. The author’s great familiarity with the man’s life and times shines through in a way that is engaging and engrossing.”
—Daniel Kennefick, author of No Shadow of a Doubt: The 1919 Eclipse That Confirmed Einstein’s Theory of Relativity

“Jimena Canales’ Simply Einstein is a short and quickly paced story that moves through the history of the twentieth century as observed through the lens of Einstein’s biography. You get to know Einstein in his place and time as fully part of the cultural and political turmoil of his period.”
—Jeroen van Dongen, Professor of the History of Science, University of Amsterdam

“Einstein has become and still is, the worldwide icon of the solitary scientific genius. How did it happen? Award-winning author Jimena Canales succeeds in succinctly conveying to a large readership a de-mythologized image of the man behind the public image Einstein himself endeavored to construct. Wonderfully written and carefully crafted, Canales’ succinct biographical sketch not only reveals the humanity, the science, and the mythologizing process of one of last century’s most influential scientists, but also invites deep reflection on the changing social role of science through the 20th century.”
—Roberto Lalli, Research Scholar at the Max Planck Institute for the History of Science
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  Series Editor's Foreword


Simply Charly’s “Great Lives” series offers brief but authoritative introductions to the world’s most influential people—scientists, artists, writers, economists, and other historical figures whose contributions have had a meaningful and enduring impact on our society. 
Each book provides an illuminating look at the works, ideas, personal lives, and legacies these individuals left behind, also shedding light on the thought processes, specific events, and experiences that led these remarkable people to their groundbreaking discoveries or other achievements. Additionally, every volume explores various challenges they had to face and overcome to make history in their respective fields, as well as the little-known character traits, quirks, strengths, frailties, myths, and controversies that sometimes surrounded these personalities.
Our authors are prominent scholars and other top experts who have dedicated their careers to exploring each facet of their subjects’ work and personal lives.
Unlike many other works that are merely descriptions of the major milestones in a person’s life, the “Great Lives” series goes above and beyond the standard format and content. It brings substance, depth, and clarity to the sometimes complex lives and works of history’s most powerful and influential people.
We hope that by exploring this series, readers will not only gain new knowledge and understanding of what drove these geniuses, but also find inspiration for their own lives. Isn’t this what a great book is supposed to do?

Charles Carlini
New York City






  
  Preface


Adding another line to the preexisting scholarship on Einstein is a daunting challenge for anyone—no matter how well prepared. Thousands of books and articles have been written about arguably history’s greatest scientist. The physicist left behind a hefty archival record about his life and work that posterity has painstakingly perused. Renowned scholars have dedicated their entire lives to combing through Einstein’s publications, interviews, and public statements, as well as his copious correspondence, unpublished drafts, and numerous other sundry clues that might help us understand this unparalleled genius. Even the circumvolutions of his brain have been an object of intense fascination and speculation. Appropriately nicknamed by  The New York Times as “the Elvis of science,” Einstein still makes it to “Top Earning Dead Celebrities” lists, next to stars such as Elizabeth Taylor, John Lennon, and Michael Jackson. His name and likeness continue to draw annual earnings of millions of dollars.
Partly for these reasons, Einstein remains one of history’s most misunderstood scientists. What have we learned about Einstein after studying him for more than a century? More importantly, what have we learned from him about the universe and the capacity of humankind to know it?
Einstein’s work is in many senses the story of science in the 20th century, a time when scientists carved out for themselves the prominent place in society they now have. He was not only responsible for the great discoveries he is widely known for, but his most lasting legacy was also forging a new place for science in the modern world.
We now know more about Einstein than ever before. We also know much more about science, its place in society, and how it relates to industry and technology. In recent years, our understanding of how scientific work compares to that of other professions (including those of priests, politicians, and celebrities who create systems of authority and admiration around them) has increased considerably. We know more about how fame and virality function, and how science literacy and education affect our trust in facts and in experts, including Einstein.
A proper answer for how one man obtained such extraordinary success is hard to come by. The challenge, in part, involves separating elements such as talent and ambition from luck and serendipity. It requires making subjective judgments about the importance of an individual’s own actions in distinction to those of others close to them, including family, teachers, and friends, and speculating about the relative role played by nature versus nurture. Scholarship on Einstein is rife with conjectures about the respective influence of upbringing, innate psychology, and the broader environment. It is impossible to parse out these elements in fixed and abstract terms across all time and history.
The text that follows is based on an approach that permits us to see Einstein and his work in a new light. It focuses on key aspects of modernity that permitted an otherworldly public figure to emerge from a singular life. The universe discovered by Einstein was a complex, four-dimensional structure where nothing could travel faster than light. This same universe also permitted his transformation from an all-too-human patent clerk into an extraordinary icon; it was the birthplace for an extraordinary man who moved in the same historical, social, and political environments as many others. This book, therefore, takes an upside-down approach to the topic: it studies changes that occurred underfoot to understand how our knowledge of the universe changed overhead. To know Einstein thus requires not only searching for the real person behind the myth, but also studying the process of personhood and myth-making that were operative during this period.
My hope is that an appreciation of his life and work deepens when insights are presented in the prosaic ways they first appeared. Thus, we can begin to bring this otherworldly figure back to Earth.

Jimena Canales 
Boston, Massachusetts
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