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This is the long-awaited book that
Pais had been working on before his
death, which prevented him from
completing it. It has been eagerly anticipated,pais
not only because Pais was a
masterful writer but also because he
was a friend of Oppenheimer, notably
during the latter ’s years as director
of the Institute for Advanced Study
at Princeton. We had reason to expect
an illuminating, personal portrait that
would provide new material about
his thoroughly explored, though still
not fully revealed, character. We are
not disappointed. The book is both
personal and revealing. Pais makes no
attempt to hold back his own opinions
and feelings, and as a result the book
paints a new portrait of Oppenheimer
that, despite the voluminous literature
already existing on the subject, adds
new insight into this “enigmatic”
physicist.
The strictly biographical aspects
of this book reveal little that has not
already been exhaustively covered,
perhaps even more thoroughly, in
previous books, though with a few
anecdotal surprises. No principal of
the scientific-political scene of the past
half century has endured more probing
and poking than has J. Robert “Oppie”
Oppenheimer. In the past several years
alone, a slew of fine books about him
has appeared, including the 700-page
biography by Kai Bird and Martin
J. Sherwin, American Prometheus; the
David J. Cassidy volume, J. Robert Oppenheimer
and the American Century; the
short but insightful study by Jeremy
Bernstein, Oppenheimer: Portrait of an
Enigma; and an interesting synthesis of
a recent conference about him, Reappraising
Oppenheimer—Centennial Studies
and Reflections, with contributions by
Oppenheimer scholars and colleagues.
Notwithstanding all this recent literature,
Pais brings to the subject his own
immense knowledge
and wisdom, offering honest appraisals
of Oppie’s strengths and (quite substantial)
flaws that present yet another
perspective on this iconic figure.
Much of the material in this volume
covers well-plowed ground. I include
here Oppie’s postdoctoral experiences
in the great European centers of physics
where quantum mechanics was
born, followed by his enormously
productive years at Berkeley and Cal
Tech—where he not only did his best
work, but also became the young but
effective father-figure for an impressive
group of graduate students—plus
the Los Alamos days and his service as
Institute director. Pais delivers some
pungent personal opinions on all this,
including valuable material on the science
that Oppenheimer produced during
the early days. But I experienced
a feeling of great frustration because
Pais’s contribution to this volume ends
on the fateful day that the AEC security
hearings began. Robert P. Crease
takes over for the final 82 pages and
thoroughly describes these infamous
hearings, finishing up the narrative
on Oppenheimer ’s life afterwards.
Crease’s description of the trial—in
which the denial of Oppenheimer’s security
clearance was a forgone conclusion—
once again gives readers an opportunity
to fume over Oppie’s treatment
at the hands of the “prosecution”
and over the behind-the-scenes actions
of his nemesis, Lewis L. Strauss. Here
readers will find no surprises, for this
hearing has been examined previously
in great detail.
Pais was most familiar with Oppenheimer
during the latter’s tenure at
the Institute for Advanced Study, and
it shows. We encounter many inside
stories and much gossip about the
Institute, a subject that both Pais and
Crease cover in delicious detail. Those
readers with academic backgrounds
will be surprised—and amused—to
discover that the halls of the lofty Institute
house the same kinds of academic
struggles, trivial quarrels, and deep
animosities that we know all too well
from personal experience.
I was greatly taken by Pais’ informal
writing style. Had he lived, I think,
he would have edited and polished
the book, thereby removing much of
its informal charm. As one example,
the title of the chapter describing the
beginnings of Oppenheimer’s security
problems is “In which the excrement
hits the ventilator.” One juicy tidbit
that was new to me was Pais’s statement,
gleaned from a conversation
with Francis Ferguson, one of his subject’s
early friends, that Oppy visited
prostitutes in London.
In summary, Pais’s portrait (which
he actually calls an essay) presents a
balanced view of this iconic physicist.
He clearly exhibits ambivalence
regarding his own feelings about Oppenheimer.
Every expression of approval
or admiration about his science,
charisma, and leadership qualities is
tempered by a darker appraisal of his
character. After reading this volume,
I emerged with the final impression
that Oppenheimer was a deeply flawed
near-genius whose impact upon society
was truly important, but not in a completely
positive way. 
 
