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In a long and distinguished career, Robert Cahn has
been many things: professor, researcher, editor, colum-
nist, book reviewer, and historian of materials science.
It is the last of these roles that is reviewed here. Ex-
amination of his bibliography reveals that more than
10% of his publications are in this field. Such a count
excludes conventional review articles and the many
short columns he wrote for various journals (Ma-
terials Today, Nature, and Advanced Materials), al-
though several of his columns also touch on historical
aspects.

What were Cahn’s motives for his historical pursuits?
One certainly was his role as a teacher: exploring ‘how
did we get here from there?’ is always a powerful educa-
tional tool. Another motive was curiosity, a trait almost
every scientist has to an unusual degree. Cahn clearly
has a fascination with novel results reported by others,
especially when these are not well understood. Finally,
it appears that giving proper recognition to key individ-
uals and seminal events, often overlooked or forgotten,
also stimulated his library research and writing.

Cahn’s ventures into the history of materials science
can be divided (see below) into three groups: biograph-
ical, topical, and philosophical (his views of the emer-
gence of materials science and engineering as a rec-
ognized discipline). In the biographical category, he
has published articles on Agricola, Rosenhain, and C.S.
Smith. More than half the articles in the topical category
are devoted to various aspects of the history of inter-
metallic compounds, their research, development, and
application, a field in which he first published his own
research in 1960. Other themes in the topical category
are histories of innovation, single crystals, alloy de-
sign, and plasticity. The articles in the third and largest
category, covering a variety of subjects relating to the
development of materials science and engineering as a
discipline and presenting an impressionistic map of the
current state of the field, eventually were expanded by
Cahn into an excellent book, The Coming of Materials
Science, recently reviewed by the writer (MRS Bull. 26
(9)(2001) 727).

One of the factors strengthening Cahn’s treatments
of the history of materials science and endearing him
to his readers is his skill as a word-smith. His writing is
at once erudite, witty, and insightful. Apart from clarity
of exposition, it is also enriched by allusions to classic
literature and by introduction of apposite phrases from
Latin, Greek, French, and German. When Cahn can-
not find any appropriate term for a concept, he simply
introduces a neologism, e.g., parepisteme for a sub-
sidiary domain of a science. His writings are also en-
hanced by his knowledge of the foreign literature in the

materials field, augmented by his personal contacts and
travels.

While Cahn undoubtedly engaged in these historical
pursuits only for his personal edification and for the
beneficial effects on his own research and teaching, we
could all wish that he had had more time to spend in
this area.
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