Fiction special

Impostors, melting icecaps, ghostly psychology, TB, dinosaurs, new planets, evolutionary mistakes,
beautiful mathematics, complexity... ideas to get your teeth into. Find out what modern novelists
are making of it all in seven pages of reviews, mini blogs, discussionsand interviews
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Why I've learned
to love the novel

BECOMING a writer of novels,even

novelsfuelled by science, was far from
any destiny I would have chosen if you'd asked
my younger self what it wanted to be. While
lalways loved fiction,as a child Ithought of it
asfrivolous, pure make-believe.When I was
given my first library card at the age of 6, I
even made aruletotry to keepthe seductive
thingsfrom enchanting me too thoroughly
and making me go soft-brained.

Every time I visited the library I allowed
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myself to take out one work of fiction.To
balanceit, | had to take out a book that was
good for me, something | could learn from.

| forbade myself from reading the storybook
before completing the good-for-mebook.

But before long I stumbled onagood-for-

me book every bitasenchanting asa
storybook. It was called Our Friend the Atom
by Heinz Haber, and | brought it home one
Friday afternoononly because it seemed
nutritious-enough fare to justify the Nancy

Drew mystery that Id chosen as dessert.

I never did get around to reading Drew.
Instead, I reread Qur Friend the Atom twoor
three times, marvelling. That weekend, |
learned the world was much further away
than I had thought, that the world consists of
multitudes of neighbourhoods of spinning
atoms, of protons, neutrons,electrons,and
chargesthat came in three flavours.

I learned that there wasawholelot more
happening out there than Id had any idea
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about —and alsoless. Thecolours| thought

| saw, the blues, redsand yellows, must bein
my mind, likedreams, becauseatomswere
colourless. What else might beonlyinmy
mindthen, and not" out there" ?How could |
ever know how thingsreally were, | wondered.

Thefactthat sciencehel psusdistinguish
betweentheway thingsseemand theway
they areseemed extraordinary tomethen-
and now. Thisfeelinggrew as| becamemore
sophisticated, culminating, perhaps, when|
finallygot tostudy relativityand quantum
mechani csand saw how many of our deepest
intuitionsabout theworldfell dead and
lifelessinfront of modemscience.

Eventudly, | embarkedonaPhDin
philosophy,concentrating on phil osophy of
science. Thismakessensetome. | havesome
seriousexplainingtodo, though, at least to
myself,about why inadditiontobeinga
professorof philosophy | amalsoanovelist.
| oncehad aproceduretofollowbeforel
alowed myselfthose disreputable things,
novels.How can| justify producingthem?

I havecometo believe, over theyears, that
literary fictionisremarkablysuited to
grappling - asphilosophy and science
grapple-withthedifficultiesof reconciling
objectivetruthwithinner pointsof view.

Scienceisawaysadding to, and sometimes
changing, our viewsonwhat objectivereality
islike. Whenthose modificationsareradical,
thereisatimelagin bringingour world view
intoline,and sometimesweneverfully
succeed. Soitisthat wehavestruggledto
cometotermswith,say, thedevastationof our
view of timethat waswrought by Einstein.

Timeissofundamental aconcept, not
only intheobjectivescientificworld view,
but inour inner worlds,wheretimeflows
ineluctably, no matter what scientific
revolutionsmay comeour way. Almostall of
our emotions-hope, fear, anticipation, worry,
excitement, regret, nostal gia,remorse,
resentment - presumethelinearity of time.

Canwemakeart that reflectsontheworld
withwhichweve been presented by our ever
more powerful sciencesan weexplorewhat
thesediscoveriesmeanin humanterms?
Richard Powerss TheTimed OurSinging
meditateson the non-linear notion of time
inthevery structureof thestory hetells.

I tried todosomethingsimilar in Properties
d Light: A Nove of Love, Betraya and
Quantum Physics though, asthesub-title
signals, | dwell moreonthedisruptionsto
our natural waysof thinking prompted by
guantum mechanics, by ideassuch as
quantum non-localityand entanglement.

Relativistictime, quantum non-locality:
abstract ideasindeed,and yetideasthat, once
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understood, radicallytransform one’s takeon
theworld, and one'stakeononeself in the
world. Cananovel's layeredreality = striving
topresent not only theway thingsare, but the
way thingsappear, theway thingsfeel - help
usto understand the human meaning of our
scientifictruths, thewaysthosetruthscan
modifyour view of ourselvesinthe universe?

Morethanever, scienceispushing at us
fromevery side-not just physicsbut the
behavioural sciences, geneticsand
neuroscience-forcingusto revisewhat it
meansfor usto beintheuniverse. Its the job
of thenovelistnot only to engagewith that
challengebut, morepressingly,to present
what it feelsliketo besoengaged. Thenovel's
wondrouscapaciousnessallowsit totakeon
all of thesedimensionsinthequest towards
knowingtheworld.

Andscienceand art arenot quite asfar
removedastheso-called"twocultures' often
presume. We're not plungingour fistsstraight
intorealityinpursuingthesciences, but
rather modellingreality. Thismodellingis
animaginativework. I've awaystaken
pleasurein Einstein'sremark that if hewere
exceptional in anything it wasasafabulist. As
fabulists.both artistsand scientistsnot only
cdl ontheirimaginationsbut alsorely on
aestheticcriteriaof beauty and eleganceto
guidethemintheir work.

Thefact that mathematiciansand
scientistssooften appeal to beauty or
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When shewas a child, Rebecca Goldstein made herself
read a "good-for-me" book beforestarting anovel
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eleganceoftencomesasasurprisetonon-
scientists. When | writeabout scientificor
mathematical ideas-not justinmy fiction
but inworkslike Incompleteness: The Proof
and Paradoxd KurtGédel -1 dwaystry to
bringout thebeauty of theseideas, notonly
tomakethem moreappealingand pal atable
to non-scientificpeople, but simply because,
well,they are beautifuland beauty ought to be
seenand admired aswidely aspossible.
Writingabout scientificthemesinfiction
naturally means creatingcharacterswhoare
scientists.Whiletheartist hasoften been

There is something
nobleabout the

scientificenterprise’

representedinart asahero, thescientistis
rarely so. | happentobelievethat thereis
something nobleabout thescientific
enterprise, about submitting oneself tothe
disciplineand opennesstofalsification,about
theoften single-minded passion.
Thereissomething lofty and inspiringin
theenterpriseitself, and totheextent that
peoplehonestly and steadfastly engagein that
enterprise, abit of theloftinesscan't helpbut
clingtothem." Thereisagrandeur inthisview
of life,"" Darwinsaid, allowinghimself an
emotional responseto histheory of evolution.
Andso, | would argue, thereisagrandeur
inthelivesof those who pursueaclear-eyed
scientificview. | don't meantoidealise
scientistsaspeople. O course, | knowall
about the pettinessand rivalry, the
childishnessand egotismthat stubbornly
cling, alongwiththegrandeur, tothegreatest
of scientists. Thisonly makesthem more
interesting tomeascharacters,though. Their
very contradictionsserveasameanstolearn
something interesting about human nature.
Eversincel finalygaveintothestory-
loving sideof my own nature, I've felt myself
lucky tobeableto help myself toscientific
ideasfor my themesand characters, tryingto
do justicetothe beauty of thetheories, the
grandeur (and pettiness) of thelives, hoping
that by doingso | candraw the"twocultures"
justalittlebit closer tooneanother. ®

Rebecca Goldstein has received numerous awards

for fiction and scholarship, includinga MacArthur
fellowship. Her non-fiction books are on Baruch Spinoza
and Kurt Gédel. Her fiction includes The Mind-Body
Problem (Random House), Strange Attractors (Penguin)
and Properties of tight (Houghton Mifffin). She is
working on anew novel, The Afterlife of Skeptics,

on scienceand religion
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