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It follows that we are here offered a work of haute vulgarisa
tion which, in the nature of things, must consist largely 
of a digest of digests. The authors have, in fact, relied 
almost entirely on secondary sources, as is made clear by 
their lists, given at the end of each chapter, of "Further 
Reading and References". 

To review such a book is obviously a rather foolhardy 
undertaking: to do so with authority a reviewer would 
require not only a vast range of historical knowledge but 
also special competence in the histories of science, philo
sophy and religion, and more particularly in historiography. 

So far as I am able to make any sort of informed judg
ment, the book is probably as good as such a book is 
likely to be. The authors seem to have made every effort 
to inform themselves, and so far as I lmow there is nothing 
grossly false or misleading in what they assert. I think it 
is probably an unfortunate accident that what seems to me 
the worst part of the book (Chapter 8, "The Background to 
Darwin") happens to deal with a subject on which I am 
comparatively well informed. 

No one would expect the authors to show intimate 
familiarity with the immense range of subjects with which 
they deal; but one would like evidence that they had tried 
to imagine what it felt like to be a Greek of the Hellenistic 
period, or a medieval scholastic, or a friend of John Donne. 
They assume, I think too lightheartedly, that the immen
sely increased time-perspective available to-day seriously 
affects the thoughts and feelings of human beings. It is 
probable that thoughtless people to-day live in the present 
as thoughtless people always have done; and that, for the 
more thoughtful members of the race, a preoccupation with 
an eternity they expected to share must have been at 
least as significant as is now the belief in some billions of 
years devoid of serious relevance for the individual human 
being. 

The authors themselves certainly appear to digest their 
billions without visible signs of dyspepsia. 

Indeed, I find their general detachment a little unnerv
ing. It seems to me odd to be able to write on the whole 
history of man and on the origin of the universe without, 
as it were, 'taking sides' in any way. Do the authors think 
the existence of the human race a good thing or a bad 
thing? Their last chapter, in which they derive the present 
state of affairs from, if I have understood them, an end
less sea of indiscernibly identical hydrogen atoms, seems 
to open up again the whole question of the origin of order: 
su:rely it either cannot be accounted for by the hydrogen 
atoms, or a hydrogen atom must have, to say the least, 
strangely extensive prospective abilities? 

Then, the picture we are offered of the evolution of the 
universe is unquestionably one of progress in some 
direction; but the authors leave us, not so much wondering 
whether they believe the progress to be up or down, as 
feeling uneasily that they do not care in which direction 
chance has pushed the hydrogen. J. S. WILKIE 
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THE Chemistry of Alkenes is the first of a series of 
advanced treatises on the chemistry of functional 

groups published under the general editorship of Prof. S. 
Patai. The series is designed to present advanced students 
and research workers with comparative and critical review 
articles of recent work. It is one of many series of reviews 
that are being published with the aim of keeping the 
organic chemist in touch with modern advances; to judge 
by the first volume the series should succeed in doing this. 
The series is presented by a publishing house well known 
for the excellence of its publications. This volume is well 

presented, with numerous diagrams and tables, and con
tains articles by workers of international repute. It is a 
very substantial volume, 1,315 pages, and is, unfortunately, 
far too expensive for the advanced students to whom it is 
partially directed. 

In all, there are fourteen chapters, and the subject 
coverage is reasonably comprehensive. Two notable 
omissions (mentioned by Patai), however, are electro
philic attacks on alkenes, and biochemical formation and 
reactions of alkenes. The volume would certainly have 
benefited from the inclusion of these two promised but 
undelivered chapters. The topics covered are: wave 
mechanics and the alkene bond (Coulson and Stewart); 
elimination reactions in solution (W. H. Saunders, jun.); 
olefine-forming elimination in the gas phase (Maccoll); 
alkene-forming condensation reactions (Crowell); detection 
and determination of the alkenes (Kuchar); alkene 
complexes of some transition metals (Cais); alkene 
rearrangements (Mackenzie); nucleophilic attacks on 
carbon-carbon double bonds (Patai and Rappoport); 
reactions of alkenes with radicals and carbenes (Cadogan 
and Perkins); allylic reactions (DeWolfe and Young); 
cyclo-addition reactions of alkenes (Huisgen, Grashey and 
Sauer); conjugated dienes (Cais); cumulenes (Fischer); 
ketenes (Lacey). This is, indeed, an impressive list. 

The articles are, in general, up to date; a survey of the 
references indicates a reasonable number of post-1961 
entries and in some cases references are given to papers 
published in 1964. The value of the subject index would 
have been enhanced had more specific compounds been 
cited. The author index, though of a novel kind, is com
plete and enables both the actual page and the reference 
number page to be quickly located. 

It is difficult for any one reviewer to discuss critically 
such a comprehensive volume, but some mention should 
be made of the disparity in length of certain chapters, for 
example Chapter 4 on alkene-forming condensation 
reactions is only 30 pages long while that devoted to the 
cumulenes is 136. This variation does not reflect the 
relative importance of the two topics. Chapter 5, on the 
•'Detection and Determination of the Alkenes", would have 
benefited by the inclusion of more details of the excellent 
modern instrumental methods-infra-red and nuclear mag
netic resonance-available for the determination of the 
configuration of substituted alkenes. The practical details 
of certain gas-chromatographical techniques (p. 304) and 
bromine titrations (p. 277), mentioned in Chapter 5, seem 
inappropriate in a text of this type, and in general· this 
chapter is rather alien to the spirit of the rest of the book. 
Errors appear to be few, but equation 7 on p. 154 refers to 
the crythro compound, not to the threo; and equation 8 
applies to the threo compound. The numbering of com
pounds on pp. 965 and 968 and other similar minor errors 
seem to indicate that the book was published in too much 
of a hurry. 

There are certain topics which require amplification or 
inclusion in the second volume and these might include the 
excellent work of Van der Kerk on the addition of organo
metallic compounds to acetylenes with consequent pro
duction of an interesting series of olefinic compounds, 
the use of di-imide as a selective reducing agent, more 
details on double-bond cleavage and the work by Truce 
and others on the addition of sulphenes to ketenes. 

Apart from the criticisms mentioned here and the 
obvious need for the inclusion of electrophilic attacks on 
alkenes, the general standard of the book is excellent: the 
chapters on "Wave Mechanics and the Alkene Bond", 
"Reactions of Alkenes with Radicals and Carbenes", and 
"Cycloaddition Reactions of Alkenes" are well above the 
average standard found in review articles. This volume 
can be recommended for advanced students and research 
workers and will most certainly assist all who lecture in 
this field to obtain recent information. It is to be hoped 
that the future volumes of this series maintain the standard 
set by the first volume. J. S. PIZEY 


	CARBON-CARBON DOUBLE BONDING
	The Chemistry of Alkenes




