
P. A. M. Dirac 

Nedenforstående er fra Leopold Infelds selvbiografi, Quest (1965). 
Her sitert fra The Longman: Litterary Companion to Science, s.169. 

The greatest theoretical physicist in Cambridge was P. A. M. Dirac, 
one of the outstanding scientists of our generation, then a young man 
about thirty. He still occupies the chair of mathematics, the 
genealogy of which can be traced directly to Newton. 

I knew nothing of Dirac, except that he was a great mathematical 
physicist. His papers, appearing chiefly in the Proceedings of the 
Royal Society, were written with wonderful clarity and great 
imagination. His name is usually linked with those of Heisenberg and 
Schroedinger as the creators of quantum mechanics. Dirac's book 
The Principles of Quantum Mechanics is regarded as the bible of 
modem physics. It is deep, simple, lucid and original. It can only be 
compared in its importance and maturity to Newton's Principia. 
Admired by everyone as a genius, as a great star in the firmament of 
English physics, he created a legend around him. His thin figure with 
its long hands, walking in heat and cold without overcoat or hat, was 
a familiar one to Cambridge students. His loneliness and shyness 
were famous among physicists. Only a few men could penetrate his 
solitude. One of the fellows, a well-known physicist, told me:  

‘I still find it very difficult to talk with Dirac. If I need his advice I 
try to formulate my question as briefly as possible. He looks for five 
minutes at the ceiling, five minutes at the windows, and then says 
“Yes” or “No.” And he is always right.’  

Once — according to a story which I heard — Dirac was lecturing 
in the United States and the chairman called for questions after the 
lecture. One of the audience said:  

‘I did not understand this and this in your arguments.’  
Dirac sat quietly, as though the man had not spoken. A disagree- 
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able silence ensured, and the chairman turned to Dirac uncertainly:  
‘Would you not be kind enough, Professor Dirac, to answer this 

question?’  
To which Dirac replied: ‘It was not a question; it was a statement.’ 

Another story also refers to his stay in the United States. He lived in 
an apartment with a famous French physicist and they invariably 
talked English to each other. Once the French physicist, finding it 
difficult to explain something in English, ask ed Dirac, who is half 
English and half French:  

‘Do you speak French?’  
‘Yes. French is my mother's tongue,' answered Dirac in an un-

usually long sentence. The French professor burst out:  
‘And you say this to me now, having allowed me to speak my bad, 

painful English for weeks! Why did you not tell me this before?’  
‘You did not ask me before,’ was Dirac's answer.  
 
But a few scientists who knew Dirac better, who managed after 

years of acquaintance to talk to him, were full of praise of his gentle 
attitude toward everyone. They believed that his solitude was a result 
of shyness and could be broken in time by careful aggressiveness and 
persistence.  

These idiosyncrasies made it difficult to work with Dirac. The 
result has been that Dirac has not created a school of personal 
contact. He has created a school by his papers, by his book, but not 
by collaboration. He is one of the very few scientists who could work 
even on a lonely island if he had a library and could perhaps even do 
without books and journals.  

When I visited Dirac for the first time I did not know how difficult 
it was to talk to him as I did not then know anyone who could have 
warned me.  

I went along the narrow wooden stairs in St. John's College and 
knocked at the door of Dirac's room. He opened it silently and with 
a friendly gesture indicated an armchair. I sat down and waited for 
Dirac to start the conversation. Complete silence. I began by warning   



my host that I spoke very little English. A friendly smile but again 
no answer. I had to go further:  

‘I talked with Professor Fowler. He told me that I am supposed to 
work with you. He suggested that I work on the internal conversion 
effect of positrons.’  

No answer. I waited for some time and tried a direct question: 
‘Do you have any objection to my working on this subject?’ 
‘No.’ 
At least I had got a word out of Dirac.  
Then I spoke of the problem, took out my pen in order to write a 

formula. Without saying a word Dirac got up and brought paper. But 
my pen refused to write. Silently Dirac took out his pencil and 
handed it to me. Again I asked him a direct question to which I 
received an answer in five words which took me two days to digest. 
The conversation was finished. I made an attempt to prolong it.  

‘Do you mind if I bother you sometimes when I come across 
difficulties?’ 

‘No.’ 
I left Dirac's room, surprised and depressed. He was not forbid-

ding, and I should have had no disagreeable feeling had I known 
what everyone in Cambridge knew. If he seemed peculiar to English-
men, how much more so he seemed to a Pole who had polished his 
smooth tongue in Lwow cafés! One of Dirac's principles is:  

‘One must not start a sentence before one knows how to finish it.’ 
Someone in Cambridge generalized this ironically:  
‘One must not start a life before one knows how to finish it.' 


