Instruments of Science: An Historical Encyclopedia (review)
Gloria Clifton
Technology and Culture, Volume 41, Number 2, April 2000, pp. 399-401 (Review)

Published by Johns Hopkins University Press
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1353/tech.2000.0059

For additional information about this article
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/33518

Access provided at 30 Mar 2020 12:17 GMT with no institutional affiliation

B O O K

R E V I E W S

sketches the private impulses, social forces, needs, consumer fantasies, and
marketing strategies that converged in the 1940s and 1950s as the “do it
yourself ” movement. Rich on marketing, the book is thin on cultural issues.
Readers may find themselves recalling their earliest encounters with the
term “do-it-yourself.” For me it was as a Michigan farm boy in the late
1940s, leafing through the magazines that came to our home: I recall being
puzzled by the accents of value attached to the term. Do it yourself? How
else did things normally get done? This was a movement? The book does
not linger over the ironies of its very suburban point of view.
And, of course, it was a movement, of sorts. Turn-of-the-century periodicals (Popular Mechanics, Better Homes and Gardens, many others) had
created an atmosphere for the movement, and so had the Sears, Roebuck
catalog (addressed mainly to rural America, incidentally). “World War II
and its social and economic legacy accelerated the growth of the emerging
home-improvement infrastructure and launched a widespread do-it-yourself craze in the United States. The war provided men and women with
technical skills, confidence, and a predisposition toward using their
resourcefulness to realize their dreams of domestic living. It exposed
Americans at home and abroad to new materials and construction techniques” (p. 31). Exposed them also, of course, to new advertising; and capturing and reproducing these old do-it-yourself graphics is the book’s real
strength. A concluding chapter, alas too brief, “Love Affair With the Past,”
links the do-it-yourself movement with the home-restoration impulse that
became prominent in the 1960s. No big news here, but many poignant
reminders of how Americans have been in love with their homes.
RONALD JAGER
Dr. Jager, formerly professor of philosophy at Yale University and author of books in philosophy and in New England history, is an independent scholar living in Washington, New
Hampshire.

Instruments of Science: An Historical Encyclopedia.
Edited by Robert Bud and Deborah Jean Warner. New York: Garland, 1998.
Pp. xxv+709; illustrations, figures, notes/references, index. $138.

This encyclopedia provides a set of 327 essays, arranged alphabetically, outlining the invention, development, and use of various instruments of science. In their selection the editors have attempted to reflect changes in
knowledge of the natural world from classical times to the present, together
with the aids and methods used by scholars through the ages in the process
of its study. They include the applied sciences and measuring and testing
instruments used in such fields as medicine, navigation, surveying, and the
monitoring of industrial processes. They also include a few entries that are
not about instruments or apparatuses in any commonly accepted sense but
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are important in certain branches of scientific research, such as the intelligence test and the organisms Drosophila melanogaster and E. coli used in
biological studies. Although they do not attempt to list every instrument or
research tool ever used, they cover a very wide range.
Instruments of Science will undoubtedly prove a useful reference work,
even though the method of organization and lack of a chronological framework ensure that it will often need to be used in conjunction with other
sources of information. For example, it would be difficult to use this book
to discover what instruments were available to scholars at a particular time
in history. Its main value lies in enabling readers quickly to discover more
about instruments mentioned briefly in other works or surviving in historical collections. A particular strength is the number of entries that detail the
use of twentieth-century instruments, which have so far received little attention outside the specialist literature of the relevant scientific disciplines.
One of the editors’ aims was to provide descriptions in terms that can
be understood by readers without any background in science or mathematics. Even so, there are a few entries that assume some prior knowledge,
or at least a willingness to go to other reference works to clarify a specific
term or concept (there is no glossary). On the whole, the entries for the
older instruments are the most accessible. The complexity of some twentieth-century devices makes it more difficult to explain them in a way that
any intelligent reader can understand. Those unfamiliar with terms such as
“current-potential curves” and “Doppler shift frequency,” both of which are
used without explanation, will need to look elsewhere.
The entries are intended to address historical debates, when these have
occurred, and provide a guide to further reading. Given the large number
of contributors covering disparate subjects, there are considerable differences in emphasis, with some entries only mentioning rival claimants to
inventions and others summarizing contemporary debate. The space limitations in a work such as this impose definite constraints. Some authors of
entries on complex subjects, such as the magnetic compass, simply note key
historical figures and leave the reader to follow up their work and its significance elsewhere. Many of the bibliographies are confined to recent secondary works, whereas others include articles or books by the inventors or
early users of the instruments concerned. As the reading lists generally contain no more than six items, their main utility will be as a starting point for
further inquiry. It should be added that the editors’ introduction notes a
selection of general introductory works on the history of scientific instruments to assist those who wish to ascertain the context in which particular
instruments were developed.
Despite the book’s usefulness, there are some irritating omissions, especially for those who might wish to use it as the starting point for further
investigation. Even though abbreviations appear extensively in the picture
credits, there is no key, and this makes it difficult to track down images.
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Although the provision of an illustration for each entry is a welcome touch,
some of these are not well integrated with the text. The images of a number of instruments—including several with parts whose names will be
unfamiliar to the nonspecialist—include letters or numbers next to components, but no explanation of these either in the figure or in the text.
Perhaps the illustrations were not always supplied by the authors, but it is
a pity that the opportunity was not taken to increase the usefulness of the
work by careful captioning.
GLORIA CLIFTON
Dr. Clifton is curator of navigational instruments at the Royal Observatory Greenwich,
National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London.
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