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Title and subtitle of this book encapsulate the kind of anachronism that so often provides dramatic fuel to science writing. Whereas “the gene” was introduced by Wilhelm Johannsen as a largely formal concept in 1909 only, and only began to unfold its inner secrets in fascinating detail once its material constitution had been disclosed by Watson and Crick in 1953, James Schwartz shifts back the time frame a full fifty years. His story begins with a false start, the“deeply flawed” (p. xi) pangenesis theory, which Darwin put forward in 1868, and it ends with the discovery of DNA, where the story of the “triumph of the modern gene” actually only begins. Accordingly, the book has heroes and villains, those who had been heading in the right direction all along, like Francis Galton and Herman J. Muller, and those who obstructed scientific progress, like William Bateson and Thomas Hunt Morgan. If this rather simplistic approach, which the author openly admits to right from the very beginning (p. ix), were not enough to put off professional historians of science, some elementary mistakes and poor copy-editing will do the rest. Regression to the population mean in pure lines is complete, rather than absent (p. 201), and quotations in languages other than English are often a complete mess (p. 307, n. 1; p. 315, n. 11).

And yet, this is an excellent book, a must-read even for specialists in the field. This is so for two reasons. First of all, Schwartz does not waste much time with the considerable body of secondary literature that has focussed on individual debates like that between biometricians and Mendelians in the first decade o the twentieth centuries. In line with his “biographical approach” (p. x), he rather tends to rely on earlier biographical literature, and, above all, his own extensive studies of published primary literature as well as archival sources, notably letters from the Bateson and Muller collection. The issues at stake in the debate between Weldon and Bateson thus come out with wonderful clarity, especially through the analysis of the exchange that Bateson upheld with Weldon’s student A. D. Darbishire (p. 121–132). Schwartz’s account also reveals how far Muller was from endorsing a simplistic notion of genetic causality, as is evident from a lecture on “Erraneous Assumptions regarding Genes” delivered in 1911/12 (p. 196–198). Schwartz misses the fact, that this lecture may well have been inspired by Wilhelm Johannsen’s famous 1911 paper on “The genotype conception of heredity” (American Naturalist, 45, 129–159), and he tends to downplay Morgan’s achievements (p. 173). Yet he is certainly right in emphasizing that Muller’s experimental skills and sharp intellect had an important role to play, both in the development of classical genetics, and in its eventual conjunction with molecular biology.

The second reason why this is an excellent book also has to do with its “biographical approach.” As Janet Browne has it in her endorsement on the back of the dust-jacket, this is a book “packed full with incident”. Perhaps inadvertently, Schwartz demonstrates how inaccurate the picture of scientists “engaged in a selfless quest for truth” (p. ix) actually is. Not because scientists are selfish beings not concerned with truth. But because scientific careers involve more than simply “getting it right.” Galton’s obsession with hereditary talent had its roots in his failure to reach the “august rank of a ‘Cambridge Wrangler’” (p. 7), and Muller’s scientific, political, and personal life were so entangled that he would be a perfect candidate for a Holywood-style biopic. Indeed, the last chapter of the book, enigmatically entitled “The triumph of the gene”, gives a lively, thrilling account of Muller’s years in the Soviet Union—where Muller went in 1934 accompanied by his wife Jessie, their ten year-old son David, and Jessie’s lover Carlos Offermann, a student of Muller’s. Men and women like Muller did not simply live “for” truth. They attempted to lead a life “in” truth, often with tragic results. Schwartz’ book captures something of that passion—perhaps just because he is a science writer rather than a professional historian of science.
