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Prof. George Sarton 
1T has been my privilege to enjoy the friendship 

of George Sarton for forty-three years. He was, in 
my judgment, one of the great teachers of our age. 
This was not because he was in the ordinary sense 
eminent in science, nor because he was an acute 
investigator, nor on account of anything startlingly 
original in his outlook. It was because he was a 
superb organizer of knowledge and an unrivalled 
integrator, and because these powers came to him 
with an extraordinary devotion to learning, a 
uniquely clear vision of its object, an Olympian 
firmness of purpose, and a quite exceptional industry 
and linguistic equipment. For about the last twenty 
years of his life, he was one of the most widely 
learned scholars in the world. Though he long held a 
post as historian of science at the Carnegie Institution 
and a chair of the history of science at Harvard Uni­
versity for many years and was a good, clear, allusive 
lecturer, he was not a great academic success in the 
sense of attracting a large following of students. He 
was, nevertheless, one of the most important intel­
lectual influences of our time, for he defined, illus­
trated and developed as a new discipline the study 
of the history, principles and method of science. 
This he called 'The New Humanism'. The title is 
not ideal, but it denotes an approach that bids fair, 
in the New World at le~st, largely to displace the 
old humanism. 

Apart from the width and depth of his learning, 
his literary output was very impressive both for its 
bulk and quality. He edited and largely contributed 
to fifty-five solid volumes of the journals that he 
founded-Isis and Osiris. Many of these volumes 
contain an introduction by himself which I am 
tempted to call a sermon. These provide a body of 
moral and scientific philosophy. It would be worth 
while putting together ·the best of them, for they 
would form a good guide to anyone proposing to 
devote his life to scientific research. No one can 
write on ancient or medieval science without often 
consulting the five enormous volumes of Sarton's 
monumental and mistitled "Introduction to the 
History of Science". Its title is wrong because it 
has become more a court of appeal than an intro­
duction and is seldom consulted in vain. He was the 
author of many other works, but his great "History 
of Science", which was to be the crown of his old 
age, is alas ! a torso. He produced the first volume, 
which is on the science of the Ancient Empires-not 
the period on which he was strongest-and the second 
volume is in the press. The remaining half-dozen 
will never see the light. 

Sarton was a very human figure with a Gallic wit, 
a not unpleasant sense of his own greatness, and a 
few foibles. Among the latter was an odd aversion 
to Plato and an incapacity-which grew on him with 
the years-for writing without adding notes to his 
text. Even his reviews had notes, and even notes to 
the notes. But he was always a good, clear and 
simple writer and one may search many pages of his 
innumerable works without finding an obscure 
passage. 

His linguistic attainments were astonishing. 
He was brought up trilingual-French, Flemish 
and German. He had a good classica_l education and 
graduated in the physical and mathematical SC'iences 
in his native Belgium. He married an English lady 

in 1912 and before settling in the United States 
acquired fluent and perfect English which was, how­
ever, never quite freed from a delightful Gallic tang. 
He could use all the major European languages 
freely and obtained facility in Hebrew and Arabic. 
He knew some Chinese and was led to its study by 
something more than an inkling of the great tech­
nological and scientific treasures in that language 
that are now being unearthedoy Dr. Joseph Needham. 
To all the vast stores of learning that these accom­
plishments imply, he added a very wide knowledge 
of modern science. In his later years he had become 
particularly attracted by biology and, though without 
early training in that department, it is remarkable 
how much he wrote on it and how seldom he stumbled 
for lack of understanding. He was a master of those 
who know, and it is therefore not entirely fanciful to 
compare him to his own master, Aristotle. 

What influence did Sarton exert on our age ? I 
can only put the matter as it appears to me. Among 
'humanists' surprisingly little, and in Great Britain. 
scarcely any at all. By most English students of the­
classical, literary and historical disciplines in Britain. 
his massive works are, I imagine, scarcely ever con-­
suited and remain almost unknown. In the United 
States he had become something of a national figure, 
and there, even among humanists, his influence was 
certainly greater. This partial eclipse of his genius 
is, I believe, temporary. On both sides of the Atlantic 
the overwhelming need for scientific and techno­
logiC'al training and the corresponding earlier special­
ization is producing a novel situation. A new 
humanism is needed, and several universities in 
England and a larger number in the United States 
have instituted departments of the philosophy and 
history of science. In these the work of Sarton is 
given a place accorded to that of no other man, and 
his influence in all that concerns the humanization of 
science is bound to increase in the near future. 

Lastly, what were the intellectual influences that 
were instrumental in moulding Sarton's own thought? 
There can be no doubt that, of those who lived into 
the twentieth century, Tannery and Duhem affected 
him most deeply. More distantly he was evidently 
a follower of August Comte, and his greatest works 
bear the authentic Comtian mould. He accomplished 
the task which Comte suggested. The key to Sarton's 
thought is that true knowledge is a unity and that 
to divide it into categories-scientific, literary, 
religious, resthetic, etc.-for any but practical pur­
poses, is to mistake its nature. 

All his work was helped by a serenely happy 
domestic life. Sarton died in April of this year at 
the age of seventy-two. Mrs. Sarton-who was an 
artist in her own right-died some years ago. He is 
survived by a daughter, May Sarton, a distinguished 
novelist and poet. - CHARLES SINGER 

Dr. G. Liebmann 
GERHARD LIEBMANN, who died suddenly on 

June 18, was born on June 29, 1906, in Berlin. In 
1925, he matriculated at the Falk Realgymnasium, 
Berlin, and proceeded to read physics in the Uni­
versity of Berlin under such teachers as Planck, 
Von Laue, Schrc'idinger, Wehnelt and Nernst. He 
graduated with honours in 1928. Continuing as a 
postgraduate research student, he was awarded his 
doctorate of philosophy in 1930. Following this, he 
was awarded a German national research fellowship 
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