
3CEN.ACS.Org july 8, 2013

from the editorCHEMICAL & ENGINEERING NEWS 
1155—16th St., N.W., Washington, DC 20036 

(202) 872-4600 or (800) 227-5558 

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF: A. Maureen Rouhi
DEPUTY EDITOR-IN-CHIEF: Josh Fischman 

MANAGING EDITOR: Robin M. Giroux

editor-at-large: Rudy M. Baum
SENIOR ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICER: Marvel A. Wills

NEWS
William G. Schulz, Editor

business
Michael McCoy, Assistant Managing Editor 

Northeast: (732) 906-8300 Melody M. Bomgardner 
(Senior Editor), Lisa M. Jarvis (Senior Editor), Rick Mullin 
(Senior Editor), Marc S. Reisch (Senior Correspondent), 

Alexander H. Tullo (Senior Correspondent), Rachel 
Eskenazi (Administrative Assistant). hong kong: 

852 9093 8445 Jean‑François Tremblay (Senior 
Correspondent). houston: (281) 486-3900 

Ann M. Thayer (Senior Correspondent). LONDON: 
44 1494 564 316 Alex Scott (Senior Editor)

government & policy
Susan R. Morrissey, Assistant Managing Editor 

Britt E. Erickson (Senior Editor), Glenn Hess (Senior 
Editor), Cheryl Hogue (Senior Correspondent), 

Jeff Johnson (Senior Correspondent), 
Andrea L. Widener (Associate Editor)

science/technology/education 
Boston: (617) 395-4163 Amanda Yarnell, 

Assistant Managing Editor, (973) 922-0175 Bethany 
Halford (Senior Editor). washington: Stuart A. 

Borman (Deputy Assistant Managing Editor), Celia Henry 
Arnaud (Senior Editor), Carmen Drahl (Senior Editor), 

Puneet Kollipara (Contributing Editor), Stephen K. Ritter 
(Senior Correspondent),Lauren K. Wolf (Associate 

Editor). berlin: 49 30 2123 3740 Sarah Everts 
(Senior Editor). chicago: (847) 679-1156 Mitch Jacoby 
(Senior Correspondent) West Coast: (925) 485-1034 

Jyllian Kemsley (Senior Editor), (206) 595-4788 
Deirdre Lockwood (Contributing Editor), (510) 
390-6180 Elizabeth K. Wilson (Senior Editor). 

JOURNAL NEWS & COMMUNITY: 
(626) 765-6767 Michael Torrice (Senior Editor)
(510) 768-7657 Corinna Wu (Associate Editor)

ACS NEWs & special features
Sophie L. Rovner, Assistant Managing Editor 

Linda Wang (Senior Editor). Dallas: 
(972) 529-4351 Susan J. Ainsworth (Senior Editor)

Editing & Production
Kimberly R. Dunham, Assistant Managing Editor

Craig Bettenhausen (Assistant Editor),
Emily Bones (Associate Editor), Sophia L. Cai 

(Associate Editor), Nader Heidari (Assistant Editor),
Arlene Goldberg-Gist, Senior Editor 

Jeff A. Huber (Associate Editor),
Gail M. Mortenson (Associate Editor)

Art & Design
Robert Bryson, Design Director 

Robin L. Braverman (Senior Art Director)
Yang H. Ku (Senior Associate Designer)

C&EN Online 
Rachel Sheremeta Pepling, Editor

Tchad K. Blair (Visual Designer), Luis A. Carrillo 
(Production Manager), Ty A. Finocchiaro (Web Associate), 

Pamela Rigden Snead (Web Products Manager)

production & imaging 
Renee L. Zerby, Manager Production & Classifieds

Tim Bauer (Lead Digital Production Specialist), 
Shelly E. Savage, Richard C. Smith, and Steven 

J. Lovasz (Digital Production Associates)

sales & marketing
Elaine Facciolli Jarrett (Marketing Manager)

Wendy Wise (Marketing Manager)
Angela Yeo (Associate Marketing Manager)

advisory board
Gary D. Allred, Paul T. Anastas, Sherwood L. Boehlert, 

Paul J. Bracher, Yves J. Chabal, Seth M. Cohen, Kendrew H. 
Colton, Brian D. Coppola, Christopher C. Cummins, 

Joseph M. DeSimone, Michelle M. Francl, Donald Hilvert, 
Rohit Khanna, John LaMattina, Abraham M. Lenhoff, 

Scott P. Lockledge, Michael W. Major, Michael A. Marletta, 
Cheryl A. Martin, Stephen A. Munk, Michael O. Okoroafor, 

Nick Roelofs, Melanie Sanford, John M. Schwab, 
Michael Strem, Linette M. Watkins, Christopher Welch, 

Frank D. Wicks, Vicki Wysocki, David Zimmermann

Published by the American Chemical Society
Madeleine Jacobs, Executive Director & CEO

Brian Crawford, President, Publications Division

editorial board: Stephanie L. Brock (Chair);
ACS Board of Directors Chair: William F. Carroll Jr.; 
ACS President: Marinda Li Wu; Leah McEwen, John 

N. Russell Jr., Nicole S. Sampson, Peter J. Stang

Copyright 2013, American Chemical Society
Canadian GST Reg. No. R127571347 

volume 91, number 27

Roald Hoffmann

Views expressed on this page are those of the author and not necessarily those of ACS.

This guest editorial is by Roald Hoffmann and Bassam Z. Shakhashiri. Hoffmann is a Nobel 
Laureate in Chemistry and the Frank H. T. Rhodes Professor of Humane Letters Emeritus 
in the department of chemistry and chemical biology at Cornell University. Shakhashiri was 
ACS president in 2012 and is the William T. Evjue Distinguished Chair for the Wisconsin Idea in 
the department of chemistry at the University of Wisconsin, Madison.

The Joy Of Chemistry

You don’t have to be a chemist, a 
professional, to enjoy the magic of chemi-
cal transformation. To feel your heart 
beat faster when one innocuous-looking 
colorless liquid is poured into another, and 
a copious yellow solid precipitates, then 
is dissolved by a third solution. To come 
back hour after hour to watch a copper 
sulfate crystal grow. To rise on your toes, 
eyes glistening when a drop of water falls 
on a freshly hewed chunk of sodium resting 
passively in an atmosphere of a greenish 
gas. To clap your hands when the fireworks 
begin. To waft the garlicky gas bubbling out 
of a solution to your nose. To be held back 
from tasting that solution.

Such a person is among us. He is Oliver 
Sacks, who will be 80 on July 9. A friend to 
both of us, Oliver has written one of the 
two great chemistry classics of all time, 
the only match for Primo Levi’s “The Pe-
riodic Table.” Oliver’s 2001 “Uncle Tung-
sten: Memories of a Chemical Boyhood” 
is a touching account of one English boy’s 
love affair with chemistry during the mid-
20th century. It is as well a beautifully 
written history of chemistry, with Caven-
dish, Davy, Bunsen, and Mendeleev as its 
heroes.

“Uncle Tungsten” is not a complete 
story of our field, for the young man grows 
out of chemistry just when our science 
reaches its exciting molecular maturity. 
But for the joy of color changes, stinks, 
and bangs, for conveying the feeling of 
mercury sloshing around in a sealed crock 
or tin weeping, nothing out there holds 
a candle (not even Faraday’s candle) to 
“Uncle Tungsten.”

One wishes for more of the joy and 
excitement of chemistry in our scientific 
publications, which are mostly devoid of 
personal expression: Just the facts, ma’am. 
Yet, we can emulate Oliver, as he writes 
not only about the chemical play of his 
childhood and 19th-century chemistry, 
but also when he deals with neurology, 

his profession. We can share the curiosity 
that drives our searching and the joy that 
rewards our efforts. Pause and reflect for a 
moment on the artistry in the deployment 
of an experiment, the elegance of its prob-
ing, and the thrill of finding an answer. 
Chemistry is the most creative science, 
rearranging atoms into patterns that have 
never been before.

How do we do communicate this joy 
to people not privy to our jargon? We 
show them, of course. Chemistry is visual 
(and audible and smellable). We can show 
that molecular oxygen is paramagnetic 
by pouring the pale blue liquid over a 
strong magnet; the liquid sticks. We can 
show chemiluminescence by bubbling 
chlorine through alkaline hydrogen per-
oxide in a darkened room and marvel at 
the rich red glow. Chemistry delights, 
ignites passion, and inspires understand-
ing! In “Uncle Tungsten,” Oliver attests 
to the communicative power of chemical 
marvels.

Oliver is of course a neurologist and a 
writer, not a chemist. There is no one as 
able to discern in the abnormal the lessons 
for the normal. He can endow an affliction, 
what others would call disease or abnor-
mality, with true dignity. Oliver’s writing 
returns a moral confidence to the sufferer. 
This is his message and his gift.

The gift to us is that this remarkable 
man loves chemistry. If you meet Oliver, 
the best of our fans, at a fancy vernissage, 
he will be the only person there wearing a 
periodic table T-shirt. And he can tell you, 
with glee and without cracking a book, 
what a scientifically minded criminal might 
have put into the carved-out cavity of what 
looks for all the world like a nice, hefty 
Swiss-assayed gold bar.

He dreams of chemistry, our friend. 
Happy birthday, Oliver!

Bassam Z. Shakhashiri


