
The Greatest Story Ever Told
Ivan Amato, Journalist in Residence

Kavli Institute for Theoretical Physics
February 19, 2014

A collaboration of scientists and journalists



Credit: NASA; ESA; G. Illingworth, D. Magee, and P. Oesch, University of California, Santa Cruz; 
R. Bouwens, Leiden University; and the HUDF09 Team)

MASTERING THE OBVIOUS… 

…THERE IS SOMETHING INSTEAD OF NOTHING



• How did the universe get here?
• What’s in the universe? 
• How did those things get here? 
• Why are those things the way they are? 
• What’s everything made of?
• How did we get here and what is our place? 
• What will come of us and the universe?
• What can we really know about the universe?
• What should we do and how should we behave?
• What does it all mean?
• What is the average air speed of an African swallow?

So many questions to ask...



① The scientific way of  asking 
and answering such 
questions has proven to be 
fantastically illuminating and 
empowering. 

② It’s a story packed with high 
human drama. 

③ Human beings love good 
stories. 

④ Ergo, scientists and 
journalists often find 
themselves in collaborative 
efforts of story telling. 



Don’t forget this reason for sharing 
stories about scientific discovery:

One of the greatest gifts scientists
give to humanity are invitations to 
experience awe by revealing how 
the universe works, from its smallest
to largest scales.



Powderhorn Nature Photography

Journalists and scientists sometimes relate to one another like this…..



But this is more like it…

Plato and Aristotle in a close up from 
Raphael’s fresco “The School of Athens”



Three strategic guiding principles can replace a “butting heads
model” to a “partnership model”:

• Adopt the other’s P.O.V. (point of view)

• Remember what it was like to have not known
what you know now

• Be kind to the reader/listener/viewer

http://cs.gmu.edu/~kosecka/Projects.html
http://awesomepeoplereading.tumblr.com/post/20173554973/einstein-reads
http://healthyliving.msn.com/health-wellness/6-totally-gross-health-treatments

http://cs.gmu.edu/~kosecka/Projects.html
http://cs.gmu.edu/~kosecka/Projects.html
http://awesomepeoplereading.tumblr.com/post/20173554973/einstein-reads
http://awesomepeoplereading.tumblr.com/post/20173554973/einstein-reads
http://awesomepeoplereading.tumblr.com/post/20173554973/einstein-reads


A would-be scientist 
defects from the lab 
bench to become 
a science writer:
a case study. 







This is about 
where the 
double beheading 
comes in… 



Catalysts Number One and Two





Catalyst  Number Three…

…saying more and more about less and less for fewer and fewer…



Master teacher Holly 
Stocking shows how a 
love of science and a 
love of words can 
become the basis for a 
rewarding profession. 

Catalyst Number Four



Catalyst Number 5











The Internet foists historic
change into the world of 
journalism…



Why not diversify the channels of communication?



Science in literature…fiction and nonfiction



Science and technology in the movies….



Science on TV



Elemental Garden, a sculptural interpretation of the Periodic Table by artist Rebecca Kamen

Science meet the fine arts...



Nana Bagdavadze



Teach an 
artist—in this 
case Michael 
Oliveri—how to 
use a scanning 
electron 
microscope and 
this might 
happen. 



A Matter of Origins: Liz Lerman tells science and technology stories through dance





Roald Hoffman tells science stories by way of poetry…



…and theater

Michael Frayn’s Copenhagen



DC Science Café 
Busboys & Poets 





Tuesday, April 25, 2012
6:30  - 8:30 pm

Busboys and Poets, 5th and K St., NW, Washington, DC
www.busboysandpoets.com/about_5th.php

For info, contact Ivan Amato: DCScienceCafe@dcswa.org

A DC Science Café Event

You and Your Ten Thousand Trillion Microbes 

This, the ninth of an ongoing series of DC 
Science Café events, is brought to you with 

support from DC Science Writers 
Association, the American Academy of 

Microbiology,  the USA Science and 
Engineering Festival, and encouragement 

from Busboys and Poets.

For every human cell in your body, there are hundreds or 
thousands of bacterial cells. So who is hosting whom? Even 
though our on-board microbial hordes—known also as our 
microbiome—sometimes threaten and deprive us of our 
health and our lives, they are central to our survival and our 
daily well being. Join a discussion that might convince you to 
love your microbial partners in life, albeit with a healthy 
respect for the ways they can become dangerous. Leading 
the discussion will be microbiologist Liliana Losada of the J. 
Craig Venter Institute, an independent research laboratory in 
Rockville, MD, that has been greatly expanding our 
fundamental knowledge of the microbes in our world; and 
Alison O’Brien, former president of the American Society of 
Microbiology, professor of microbiology and immunology at 
the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences, 
and an expert in the gut bacterium known as E. coli, a major 
player in human health, basic science and biotechnology. 

http://www.busboysandpoets.com/about_5th.php
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