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By Cormac O’Raifeartaigh

I
n a new biography, Sir David Clary—
professor of chemistry at the Univer-
sity of Oxford and former president of 
Magdalen College—presents a meticu-
lous account of the life and work of Er-
win Schrödinger, with an emphasis on 

the famous physicist’s time at Oxford. The 
book provides many new insights 
into the career of the brilliant 
Austrian scientist. However, it 
includes very little consider-
ation of Schrödinger’s character 
or personal life, an unfortunate 
omission given the recent resur-
gence of allegations concerning 
Schrödinger’s behavior toward 
young women. 

Many readers will be aware of 
previous Schrödinger biographies, 
ranging from Walter Moore’s defin-
itive Schrödinger: Life and Thought to John 
Gribbin’s highly readable Erwin Schrödinger 
and the Quantum Revolution. However, 
neither of the aforementioned books gives 
a comprehensive account of Schrödinger’s 
years at Oxford. Clary’s book is therefore  

a welcome addition to this literature.
Much of the material covered early in 

the book describing the scientific context in 
which Schrödinger developed his famous 
equation has appeared elsewhere. Yet Clary’s 
account makes for fascinating reading, not 
least because of his clear style and copious ci-
tation of primary sources and original scien-
tific articles. Indeed, the author’s depiction of 

Schrödinger’s great breakthrough 
in the context of the work of quan-
tum pioneers such as Louis de Bro-
glie, Albert Einstein, Niels Bohr, 
and Werner Heisenberg is exem-
plary history of science writing.

Similarly, Clary’s description of 
Schrödinger’s departure in 1933 
from a highly eminent position at 
the University of Berlin to a precar-
ious, untenured position at Mag-
dalen College at Oxford makes for 
fascinating reading. The story of 

Schrödinger’s flight from a threatening politi-
cal situation in Germany to the leafy cloisters 
of Oxford, followed by a foolish and short-
lived move to Austria, is also well known, but 
the author provides a compelling narrative of 
this episode with political and scientific con-
siderations deftly woven together.

The central part of the book, in which Clary 
gives a detailed description of Schrödinger’s 
time at Magdalen College, will probably be 
the section of most interest to many readers. 

Schrödinger, like Einstein before him, was 
unhappy at Oxford. With copious reference 
to letters and other original sources, Clary 
examines the reasons for this unhappiness 
in detail, which included sociological factors 
(Schrödinger disliked the college’s pomp and 
formality) as well as academic considerations 
(such as the lack of a community of brilliant 
theoretical physicists similar to that of Berlin 
and Zurich). The author also explores the dis-
ruptive effect Schrödinger’s search for a per-
manent academic position had on his work 
in these years, an important consideration 
often overlooked in other biographies.

However, Clary’s painstaking presentation 
of excerpts from letters offering employment 
to Schrödinger does not make for light read-
ing. Indeed, the author has a marked ten-
dency to present the fruits of his meticulous 
research in the main text rather than in foot-
notes or references, at times complicating the 
narrative unnecessarily. 

Likewise, in the section describing the 
award of the 1933 Nobel Prize in Physics to 
Schrödinger and Paul Dirac, it is interest-
ing (but not that surprising) to learn that 
Schrödinger received many letters of con-
gratulation from his colleagues. One won-
ders, however, why the author felt the need to 
display excerpts from many of these letters. 
Such passages might have been replaced by 
a deeper consideration of Schrödinger’s work 
in quantum theory while at Oxford. Indeed, 
there is surprisingly little discussion of the 
physicist’s philosophical difficulties with the 
theory he helped create, or of the nature of 
his reservations concerning the conventional 
interpretation of his famous wave function. 

In the book’s final chapter, Clary indicates 
that he has intentionally avoided any discus-
sion of Schrödinger’s “extra-marital affairs,” 
pointing out that “he is not the only famous 
theoretical physicist to have a complicated 
personal life.” This is a legitimate approach to  
biography, but it is an unfortunate omission 
given the recent resurgence of allegations 
that, during his time at the Dublin Insti-
tute for Advanced Studies, Schrödinger may 
have pursued a predatory interest in female 
adolescents (1). Indeed, there are several well-
known instances where the famous scientist 
appears to have groomed young girls for fu-
ture relationships. As recently pointed out in 
The Irish Times, these findings bear scrutiny 
and complicate Schrödinger’s legacy (2). 
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