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common-sense observations to describe 
the world. So natural philosophy tended 
to confirm what people already supposed 
to be true, rather than presenting 
any challenge to their beliefs. After 
Copernicus had shown, mathematically, 
that the Greek description of the universe 
simply couldn’t be correct, and offered 
his own, much better explanation, the 
direction of science changed. In future, 
thinkers now known as ‘scientists’ would 
be far less willing to accept observations 
unless they could be tested or measured 
mathematically. As Galileo put it, a new 
‘mathematical language’ had to be 
learned. 

A second theme is that many of these 
original thinkers were self-taught; indeed, 
many of them attributed the success of 
their scientific discoveries to this very fact. 
Blaise Pascal, for example, had taught 
himself the mathematical theorems of 
Euclid by the time he was nine years old. 
Alessandro Volta and Charles Babbage 
also largely taught themselves from 
books. If those works were in a foreign 
language they did not understand, they 
taught themselves to speak and read 

those languages. The American scientist 
Julius Oppenheimer also had this talent. 
Once, when he gave a series of lectures 
in the Netherlands, he astonished his 
students by having learned to speak fluent 
Dutch in under a month. 

The scientists featured here really were 
extraordinary people. Deciding that he 
wanted to be an explorer, Alexander von 
Humboldt invented his own, astonishingly 
wide field of studies to prepare himself 
for his life of adventure, and then worked 
night and day until he had mastered it all. 
Carl Linnaeus virtually invented his own 
science, which grew out of his passion for 
plants and the natural world. Humphry 
Davy, who spent hours of his youth 
devouring scientific books in a library 
that belonged to a medical friend, later 
wrote: ‘I consider it fortunate I was left 
much to myself as a child, and put upon 
no particular plan of study…. what I am, I 
made myself.’

Davy was not famous for his modesty, 
and while it is true that in his own lifetime 
he was often criticised for being vain and 
self-important, it is also true that it was 
precisely this quality of being able to 
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The extraordinary Italian scientist Galileo 
Galilei, who featured in our first collection 
of Great Scientists and their Discoveries, 
famously declared: ‘The universe cannot 
be read until we have learned the 
language and become familiar with the 
characters in which it is written. It is 
written in mathematical language, and 
the letters of this language are triangles, 
circles and other geometrical forms.’

One theme that emerges from this new 
collection of remarkable scientists is that 
nearly all were brilliant mathematicians. 
In fact, it was the detailed mathematical 
observations of the first of them, Nicolas 
Copernicus, in the fifteenth century, which 

brought about the revolution in scientific 
thinking that led directly to Galileo’s own 
discoveries some fifty years later.

Copernicus could fairly be said to have 
stood not only the world, but the entire 
universe, on its head. His discovery that 
the planets, including the Earth, revolved 
around the sun overturned centuries of 
thinking. It was commonly assumed in 
the Middle Ages that the great thinkers of 
the past, particularly the ancient Greeks, 
had solved all the mysteries of nature. 
People believed that the aim of science, 
or ‘natural philosophy’, was to learn what 
these masters of the ancient world could 
teach us. The ancient Greeks had used 
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II to an end, most people were appalled at 
the awful destruction it caused. Later both 
Albert Einstein and Julius Oppenheimer 
dedicated their lives to the World Academy 
of Arts and Science, an organisation 
committed to the idea that science should 
serve humankind, rather than seek to 
destroy it. The World Academy continues 
to embody their ideals, and it co-ordinates 
and supports many of the most exciting 
scientific projects in the world to this day.

Notes by David Angus

see things in his own, quite original way 
that marked him out and allowed him to 
discover things that other people missed. 

The other characteristic that these 
great scientists share, is a real passion, 
almost amounting to an obsession, for 
their subjects. It is rarely possible to make 
important discoveries without the most 
painstaking research, and the huge effort 
involved has to be fuelled by an obsession, 
or you just wouldn’t bother. 

Mathematics has continued to develop 
hand-in-hand with science, and instead 
of just being the way to take accurate 
measurements, it has increasingly 
become the means by which scientists 
make theories and predictions that 
cannot be measured, as they are for the 
moment simply ideas. For example, using 
mathematical theories, some modern 
scientists have gone so far as to suggest 
that there are in fact many different 
universes, which exist simultaneously 
in different dimensions. What would 
Copernicus have made of that? 

When we produced the first of these 
titles, the most difficult decision was who 
to leave out. Hopefully, we have now 

made amends with this new series of lives. 
There is, admittedly, one glaring omission: 
apart from Ada Lovelace’s contribution to 
the work of Charles Babbage, no women 
scientists feature here. Owing largely to 
prejudice and ignorance, it was not until 
the twentieth century that women had 
the opportunity to contribute to science 
at all. So far there has not been a woman 
scientist who has made such a significant 
mark as the men that appear in these 
collections, but with the great numbers of 
women who now do have the opportunity 
to become scientists, it can’t be long. Fifty 
years hence, the next Copernicus, Newton 
or Einstein may well be a woman. 

Lastly, it is worth saying that science 
must surely be aimed at improving life for 
all of humankind. It is a sad reflection that 
through the ages, a great deal of scientific 
research has been designed to produce 
ever more deadly weapons. Never has this 
been more terribly demonstrated than in 
the work of Julius Oppenheimer who, in 
developing the theories of Albert Einstein, 
manufactured the first atomic bomb. 
Although the atomic bomb is commonly 
credited with having brought World War 



8 9

The music on this recording was taken from the NAXOS catalogue

BEETHOVEN OVERTURE IN C MAJOR 8.550072
Slovak Philharmonic Orchestra; Stephen Gunzenhauser, conductor

GRENON NOVA VOBIS GAUDIA 8.557627
Ciaramella Instrumental and Vocal Ensemble

LULLY TE DEUM 8.554397
Le Concert Spirituel; Hervé Niquet

HANDEL MUSIC FOR THE ROYAL FIREWORKS, HWV 351 8.557764
Aradia Ensemble; Kevin Mallon, conductor

KRAUS SYMPHONY IN E-FLAT MAJOR, VB 144 8.570279
Toronto Chamber Orchestra; Kevin Mallon, conductor

FIELD PIANO CONCERTO NO. 5 IN C MAJOR 8.554221
Benjamin Frith, piano; Northern Sinfonia; David Haslam, conductor

MENDELSSOHN CALM SEA AND PROSPEROUS VOYAGE, OP. 27 8.554433
Slovak Philharmonic Orchestra; Oliver Dohnányi, conductor

HERBERT COLUMBUS SUITE  8.559027
Slovak Radio Symphony Orchestra; Keith Brion, conductor

David Angus read Anthropology at University College London and 
then trained as an actor, going on to work in film, theatre and television. 
Between acting jobs he began to write scripts and books, and he has 
now written the texts for more than 30 audio books, including Ballet 
Stories, published by Naxos, which won both an AudioFile Earphone 
Award and was a 2002 Audie award-winner. This title is his eleventh 
for Naxos AudioBooks. Today David lives and works in Somerset.

Benjamin Soames trained at LAMDA. He appeared in the popular TV 
series Sharpe and toured worldwide in the acclaimed Cheek by Jowl 
production of Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, directed by Declan 
Donnelan. He has read The Tale of Troy, The Adventures of Odysseus, 
Tales from the Greek Legends, Great Rulers of Ancient Rome, Great 
Scientists and their Discoveries, Great Inventors and their Inventions, 
Stories from Shakespeare: The Plantagenets and featured in From 
Shakespeare – with love for Naxos AudioBooks.



10 11

Credits

Produced by Nicolas Soames
Edited and mastered by Sarah Butcher
Recorded at Motivation Sound Studios
Executive Producer: Genevieve Helsby
℗ 2016 Naxos AudioBooks. Artwork © 2016 Naxos AudioBooks

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. UNAUTHORISED PUBLIC PERFORMANCE,  
BROADCASTING AND COPYING OF THESE COMPACT DISCS PROHIBITED

Booklet and cover design: Hannah Whale, Fruition – Creative Concepts,  
using images from Shutterstock and Wikipedia

CD catalogue no.: NA0260 
CD ISBN: 978-1-78198-034-7
Digital catalogue no.: NA0260D
Digital ISBN: 978-1-78198-035-4

View our catalogue online at

n-ab.com/cat

For further assistance, please contact:

In the UK: Naxos AudioBooks, Select Music & Video Distribution,
3 Wells Place, Redhill, Surrey RH1 3SL. 

Tel: 01737 645600.

In the USA: Naxos of America Inc., 
1810 Columbia Ave., Suite 28, Franklin, TN 37064.

Tel: +1 615 771 9393

In Australia: Select Audio/Visual Distribution Pty. Ltd., 
PO Box 691, Brookvale, NSW 2100.

Tel: +61 299481811



Other works on Naxos AudioBooks

David Angus
Great Explorers of the World

Read by Kerry Shale, Sam Dastor, 
Trevor Nichols and Frances Jeater

David Angus
Great Inventors and Their Inventions

Read by Benjamin Soames

 naxosaudiobooks.com

David Angus
Great Scientists and Their Discoveries

Read by Benjamin Soames and Clare Corbett

Darren Henley
Famous Composers
Read by Aled Jones


