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by Sabine Lee 
(University of Birmingham)SIR RUDOLF PEIERLS

“ Peierls‘ 1,320 letters are presented in two hefty 
volumes that span seven decades... Lee has done a 
superb job of editing this correspondence. Impressively 
researched, meticulously annotated and immaculately 
produced, both volumes are a pleasure to read and should 
have a place in every library of modern science. She 
has helped us to better appreciate someone who was 
not just a first-rate theorist, but also an uncommonly 
distinguished Englishman.”

Graham Farmelo
Senior Research Fellow, Science Museum, London

(Physics World, Nov. 2009) 

Selected Private and Scientific Correspondence
with his parents, his wife, the Russian-born physicist Genia Kannegieser, life-long friends 
such as Hans Bethe, and many great physicists, including Wolfgang Pauli, Niels Bohr, 
Werner Heisenberg, Lev Landau, and George Placzek, to name but a few.

This edition of the private and scientific correspondence of Sir Rudolf 
Peierls gives a unique insight into the life and work of one of the greatest 
theoretical physicists of the 20th century. Rudolf Peierls’ scientific work 
contributed to the early developments in quantum mechanics, and he 
is well known and much appreciated for his contributions to various 
disciplines, including solid state physics, nuclear physics, and particle 
physics. As an enthusiastic and devoted teacher, he passed on his 

knowledge and understanding and inspired the work of collaborators 
and students alike. As an effective administrator he was responsible, 
almost single-handedly, for the establishment of an outstanding 
successful centre of theoretical physics in Birmingham, and later 
contributed much to theoretical physics in Oxford. A meticulous 
collector of correspondence, Sir Rudolf left a fascinating collection 
of letters, in some cases spanning more than seven decades. 

    Volume 2
The second volume, which covers the years 1945 to 1995, 
contains fascinating documents from the early postwar 
period, when Peierls, like many of his colleagues elsewhere, 
attempted to rebuild academic life in the aftermath of the 
Second World War. Materials from the 1950s provide evidence 
for the significance of the research undertaken by Peierls’ 
group at Birmingham, and for the positive impact of his 
determined implementation of international exchange on the 
development of theoretical physics. Later documents illustrate 
the role played by Peierls in nuclear disarmament, and as a 
link between East and West through his own personal contacts 
and within international organisations such as the Pugwash 
Movement. The extensive apparatus provides an invaluable 
background which allows the reader to put the documents into 
their multi-faceted social, political and scientific context.

    Volume 1

This first volume, which covers the years 1922 to 1945, 
contains much of the early family correspondence, letters 
exchanged between Rudolf and Genia Peierls before and 
after their marriage in 1931, correspondence relating to early 
developments in quantum physics, and interesting material 
relating to the development of nuclear weapons. The extensive 
apparatus provides an invaluable background which allows 
the reader to put the presented documents into their multi-
faceted social, political and scientific context.
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SELECTED SCIENTIFIC PAPERS OF SIR 
RUDOLF PEIERLS
(With Commentary)
edited by R H Dalitz & Rudolf Peierls (Oxford University) 

“This book gives a fascinating picture of the early development of quantum 
mechanics … If you want your library to have good source material 

on the history of modern theoretical 
physics you should see that it acquires 
this book.”

D Thouless
University of Washington, Seattle

“The book is well produced and a 
worthy volume in its Series. It is to 
be recommended for acquisition by 
libraries and scholars with interests in 
its subject matter.”

Mathematical Reviews

This book is a collection of the major 
scientific papers of Sir Rudolf Peierls 
(1907–95), including the Peierls–Frisch 
Memoranda of 1940 on the feasibility, 
and the predicted human effects, of an 
atomic bomb made of uranium-235. 

Several of Peierls’s wartime papers, now declassified, are here published for 
the first time. Brief commentaries on most of the papers in this book were 
added by Peierls, to indicate subsequent developments and their relationship 
with other work, or to correct errors found later on. A complete bibliography 
of his writings is given as an appendix.

832pp	 Apr 1997
978-981-02-2692-3	 US$120	 £82	
978-981-02-2693-0(pbk)	 US$64	 £44	

THE BETHE–PEIERLS CORRESPONDENCE
by Sabine Lee (University of Birmingham, UK)

“I highly recommend The Bethe–Peierls Correspondence to anyone 
interested in the character of physics after the advent of quantum 
mechanics. These two remarkable physicists became deeply respected for 
their scientific contributions, good sense, and wisdom. They became iconic 
figures representing integrity by virtue of their comportment as teachers, 
mentors, and public intellectuals.”

Physics Today

“The remarkable lives and achievements 
of these two great scientists are amply 
chronicled in these letters, highlighting 
not only their achievements in physics 
but also aspects of personal life during 
the social upheavals of the time through 
which they lived.”

Notes and Records of 
The Royal Society

This book contains the correspondence 
between Hans Bethe and Rudolf Peierls, 
two first-rate scientists who made 
important contributions to 20th century 
physics. The document collection is of 
great significance for our understanding 
of 20th century physics, but it also 

illustrates many interesting political and social aspects such as the life of 
émigré scientists from Nazi-Germany on both sides of the Atlantic and the 
political activities of nuclear scientists after the development of the atomic 
bomb. Furthermore, the letters exchanged between Bethe and Peierls 
facilitate the appreciation of information transfer between Europe and the 
US and they shed light on mechanisms of higher education and academic 
research. Spanning almost seven decades, this almost uninterrupted 
correspondence is a unique source of 20th century history.

520pp	 Feb 2008
978-981-277-135-3	 US$104	 £63
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