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Popular physicist turns popular writer

B y JAC OB  SC H U T Z
 S ta ff Wr i ter

ja cobts@ sa s.upenn.edu

Accessible and appealing may 
not be the most expected wor ds 
for  descr ibing a celebr ated phys-
icist’s  wor k .

B ut those wor ds wer e used by 
P ubli sher ’s  Week ly  to descr ibe 
P hysics  pr ofes sor  G ino S egr e ’s  
latest book , F a u st I n C openha -
gen: A S tr uggle F or  the S oul of 
P hysi cs, which explor es the ad-
vent of quantum physics and the 
per sonalities that contr ibuted to 
it.

A nd so S egr e, who has at least 
eight c los e r elatives  who a ls o 
wor k in physics , is  mor e per son-
able than one might think .

T h e D a i l y  P en n s yl v a n i a n : 
H ow, as a physicist, did you come 
into wr iting?

G i n o S egr e:  T o s uc ceed i n 
science these days , you have to 
s pecia l ize. A fter  a  r eas onably 
long ca r eer  of being a s pecia l-
ist, I  decided I  wanted to see if I  
could ex pand my hor izons a bit 
and tr y to convey to the gener al 
public some of the r easons I  was 
inter ested in science and tr y and 
pr esent a bit of a big pictur e. 

D P : H ow did you pick the sub-
jec ts  — a  fa m ous  m eeti ng of 
physicists  that took place in 1932 
E ur ope — for  F a u st i n C open-
ha gen?

G S :  D ur ing that time [1924-
1934], a gr oup of individuals  dis-
cover ed qua ntum mecha nics , 
which I  believe is  the most r adi-
ca l s c ienti fic r evolution of the 
20th centur y. 

… I t’s  also a gr eat tr ansition-
al per iod in histor y, because in 
J a nua r y of 1933, H itler  c a me 
to power. I  l ike that m ix of the 
science, the individuals  and the 
politics .

D P : Your  new book has ear ned 

Professor’s complex 
science book lauded 
for its accessibility
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cr itical pr aise fr om some big 
r eviewer s . D oes that sur pr ise 
you at all?

G S :  ( la u ghi n g)  A good r e-
view in Th e New Yor k  T i mes 
helps a lot. … I t’s  never  going 
to be a best-seller, but it’s  done 

better  than I  thought it would.
D P :  Your  father  is  J ewish. 

D id that play a  r ole in wr it-
ing a book about this  time pe-
r iod?

G S :  I t did, because a lot of 
thes e people at this  meeting 
wer e either  J ewis h or  pa r t-
J ewish, and their  wor ld would 
change. 

S o a  lot of them  c a m e to 
the U nited S tates as a conse-
quence, and that was tr ue for  
me, too. I  look back with a per -
sonal inter est at thos e times 
in E ur ope.

D P :  A lot of your  people in 
your  family ar e physicists , cor -
r ect?

G S : I n my fir st book, I  think 
I  wr ote s or t of jok ingly that 
phys ics  was  the fa m ily bus i-
nes s . M y br other, my father -
in-law, my br other -in-law, my 
cous ins , a lot of us  just went 
into physics .

D P :  W hat a r e fa m i ly r e -
unions like for  a gr oup of physi-
cists?

G S : ( la ughing) P r obably not 
as ner dy as you might think … 
T he k ind of r esear ch we do is  
differ ent, and we can’t under -
stand one another. S o we talk 
about the things that ever yone 
talks about.

D P :  Y ou’ve been at P enn 
s ince 1967. H ave you noticed 
a ny cha nges  in the U niver -
sity?

G S : I  see P enn, fr om a long 
exper ience, getting better  and 
better. 

T he s tudents  s eem  both 
mor e exciting a nd mor e ex-
cited than I  r emember. 

A nd the other  thing I  would 
comment on that I  r eally enjoy 
is  that it’s  much mor e inter na-
tional than it used to be. You 
hear  all languages spoken as 
you walk thr ough campus, and 
that’s  r eally fun.
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