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GENETICS, PHILOSOPHY

ENTER WITHOUT KNOCKING IF YOU CAN

29.01.2007 2 COMMENTS

This was posted at the door of Max Delbrick (1906-2006) in Pasadena - and quoted from

LT
“Licht und Leben” (or “light and life”) is a wonderful narrative that | really enjoyed, with a
lot of informative figures and tables.

| wonder why this biography never appeared in English, why neither institutes in Berlin,

tells the story about an interesting man dedicated to science - who learned physics and ap-
plied sound principles to biology. “Enter without knocking” does not have any special
meaning (as E.P. Fischer confirmed me) it was simply a rough-running door. Besides the bi-
ographical sketch and the detailed description of phages and phycomyces (p15) there are
many moments in time that | really liked very much.

I~/

Hershey (with whom he shared the Nobel in 1969) should give a lecture and asked about
the background of the audience. Max Delbrick answered by a postcard 6/1/1943: think of
“complete ignorance and infinite intelligence” - the lecture became a success.

I~/

Delbrick always emphasized (p 148) that data should only be augmented by those who
can put old data into new hypotheses. He even said “enough data” as thinking about cur-
rent experiments is being as important as doing new ones. Both, thinking and doing experi-
ments, should even be more important than publishing (his lifetime list has 115 items).
Writing up results should serve as a method to connect what is currently known and what
will be known. Delbriick even suggested to spend - “one day per week without pipettes”.
I~/

From an interview (p 240): “Genetic engeneering may possibly be a large thread for the fu-
ture but possible also the biggest hope”.

I~/

Delbrick was a great admirer of Eliot, Rilke and of Beckett. Samuel Beckett in “Waiting for
Godot” probably inspired “Licht und Leben” (p 260): “We give birth astride a grave, the
light gleams an instant, then there is night once more.”
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Addendum

Page 239 contains a mystery: In 1978 Delbruck gave a lecture at Caltech where he wanted
to include a citation from Kierkegaard: “Wissen ist eine Sache der Einstellung, eine Leiden-
schaft, eigentlich eine unerlaubte Einstellung. Denn der Zwang zum Wissen ist wie Trunk-
sucht, wie Liebesverlangen, wie Mordlust, in dem sie einen Charakter aus dem
Gleichgewicht wirft. Es stimmt doch gar nicht, dal8 der Wissenschaftler hinter der Wahrheit
her ist. Sie ist hinter ihm her. Er leidet unter ihr.” Delbrick, however, could not find the cor-
rect source, even announced to pay 50% for it. | also looked at my library but couldnA’t lo-

cate it - who knows the source?
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/S%C3%B8ren_Kierkegaard
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John McGrath

30.01.2007 AT 13:12

Hi Matthias,

The solution to the mystery can be found on p76 of

“The eight day of creation. Makers of the revolution in biology”
Horace Freeland Judson
Cold Spring Harbour Laboratory Press, 1996

Judson’s English translation goes as follows:

P 76 a€ceKnowledge is an attitude, a passion. Actually an illicit attitude. For the com-
pulsion to know is a mania, just like dipsomania, erotomania, homicidal mania: it pro-
duces a character out of balance. It is not al all true that the scientist goes after truth.
It goes are him. It is something he suffers froma€[]

While this quote is often misattributed to depressive Dane, Kirkegaarde, it can be
found in a€0eThe Man without Qualitiesa€[] Robert Musil, Secker and Warburg, 1953.
Robert Musil, Secker and Warburg, 1953.

Cheers
John

admin
31.01.2007 AT 09:24
Hi John,

| am deeply impressed - you have outperformed the historical Caltech faculty ;-)

Many thanks,
Matthias
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