Saturday, December 19, 1998

“Once Upon a Christmas Cheery”

The Downtown Rotary Club was treated to the scientific
wizardry of UW Professor Bassam Z. Shakhashiri as he
vividly demonstrated to an overflow audience that “Science
Is Fun.” Dr. Shakhashiri, a native of Lebanon and a member
of the UW faculty for 28 years, is known nationally for
both his entertaining approach to chemistry and his impres-
sive scholarly work at UW and the National Science
Foundation. He has won academic and teaching awards
throughout his career from universities and science organi-
zations and has long been committed to the development of
professional careers in science as well as to increasing the
general public’s scientific literacy.

“Once Upon a Christmas Cheery/In the Lab of Prof.
Shakhashiri” was a program that both amazed and amused
his attentive audience. Before beginning the chemistry
experiments Dr. Shakhashiri reminded his audience of the
special nature of the communities they live in — Wisconsin,

Madison, the University — and the continuing need for
everyone to give public service. He stressed the importance
of dignity, responsibility, and integrity in all aspects of life
just as they are essential to the scientific method. He noted
the great changes in society, whether over the past 100 or
500 years, have been due to the growth of science and tech-
nology rather than to fundamental changes in human nature.

Dr. Shakhashiri then proceeded to entertain his audience
with a series of striking chemistry experiments. Ten dollar
bills burned without a trace of ash; carbon dioxide gas
inflated a balloon human lungs could not inflate; cylinders
of liquid mysteriously boiled and bubbled; a pan of water
and dry ice produced “movie fog;” a large beaker filled
with liquids continuously changed colors; and balloons
exploded in a flash of light and sound to demonstrate the
power of exploding helium and hydrogen.

Throughout his demonstration Dr. Shakhashiri demon-
strated his skill and dedication as a teacher. He stressed
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the need for continuous observation, repetition of experi-
ments, attention to detail, patience, persistence, and integri-
ty and related those attributes to life in general. Dr.
Shakhashiri also noted that “You can’t have fun unless
you’re serious” and “You can forget, but you can’t unlearn
what you’ve learned.”

Perhaps the most impressive and unforgettable aspect of
Dr. Shakhashiri’s presentation was his obvious love of sci-
ence and of people and the effective manner in which he
brings his two loves together to entertain and educate chil-
dren of all ages in all walks of life.

Dr. Shakhashiri’s program may be seen on Wisconsin
Public Television on December 21 at 4:30 p.m. and
December 23 at 2:00 p.m. More experiments may be found
on his website: scifun.chem.wisc.edu.

Our thanks to Prof. Shakhashiri for his entertaining pro-
gram and to Tom Stefonek for this review article.
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