
science and sublime:
Fiction and nonfiction ways of 
looking Phillip F. Schewe



Sublime: a term borrowed from painting by Romantic poets to 

suggest the grandeur of nature or exalted states of imagination

--This talk is NOT about religion

--It does NOT argue that art is better than science
(Painting: Caspar David Friedrich)

--I shall NOT read any of my own fiction



--Faraday induction
--Neutron waves
--quantum Hall effect
--Anomalous magnetic              
Moment 

--Shakespeare
--Marcel Proust
--Emily Dickinson
--James Joyce

Contrasting attributes of science and 
literature



Nietzsche: foundations of Western Civ

Apollo
 Reason

 Truth

 Explain

 enlighten

Dionysus
 Emotion

 Beauty

 Entertain

 enchant



better 
at explaining things

Early observations

Ptolemy 

(Greek geometry+

Babylonian data)

Kepler Part 1 (Platonic solids)

Kepler Part 2 (ellipses)

Newton

Standard Models                         



“Art never improves…but the material of art is 
never quite the same. ” T.S. Eliot

Gilgamesh  Akkad  2200 BCE

Iliad   Greece    700 BCE

Shahmaneh   Persia    1000 CE

Journey to the West   Ming China  

1550

War & Peace    Russia   1869



Scientific
Discovery

Induction

Gravity waves



Literary
Discovery

Harold Bloom;

SHAKESPEARE 
“DISCOVERS” personality

Sigmund Freud 
“discovers” the sub-
conscious
(Hamlet had an Oedipal Complex)



Science-to-sublime

Sigmund Freud: not a scientist 
but an anthropologist (Freud had a 

Hamlet complex)

Edward Gibbon: not a historian 
but a literary critic (Decline and Fall of the 

Roman Empire)

Quantum chromodynamics: 
(will it be considered as art 200 years from now?)



Scientific knowledge: the burden of 

accuracy and explanation



Journalism:  reportable result, paint a 

physical picture, define terms



Fiction: What’s it like to be other 
people?

 Is it entertaining?

 Beautiful?

 Truthful?

 Does it transport you?

 Ephiphany



Marcel Proust: involuntary 
memory

 …one day in winter, as I came home, my mother, seeing that I was cold, offered me 

some tea, a thing I did not ordinarily take. I declined at first, and then, for no particular 

reason, changed my mind. She sent out for one of those short, plump little cakes called 

'petites madeleines,' which look as though they had been moulded in the fluted scallop of 

a pilgrim's shell. 

 And soon, mechanically, weary after a dull day with the prospect of a depressing morrow, 

I raised to my lips a spoonful of the tea in which I had soaked a morsel of the cake. No 

sooner had the warm liquid, and the crumbs with it, touched my palate than a shudder 

ran through my whole body, and I stopped, intent upon the extraordinary changes that 

were taking place. An exquisite pleasure had invaded my senses, but individual, 

detached, with no suggestion of its origin. 

 And at once the vicissitudes of life had become indifferent to me, its disasters innocuous, 

its brevity illusory—this new sensation having had on me the effect which love has of 

filling me with a precious essence; or rather this essence was not in me, it was myself. I 

had ceased now to feel mediocre, accidental, mortal. Whence could it have come to me, 

this all-powerful joy? I was conscious that it was connected with the taste of tea and cake, 

but that it infinitely transcended those savours, could not, indeed, be of the same nature 

as theirs.

 Whence did it come? What did it signify? How could I seize upon and define it? I drink a 

second mouthful, in which I find nothing more than in the first, a third, which gives me 

rather less than the second. It is time to stop; the potion is losing its magic. It is plain that 

the object of my quest, the truth, lies not in the cup but in myself. The tea has called up in 

me, but does not itself understand, and can only repeat indefinitely with a gradual loss of 

strength, the same testimony.



Theoretical Physics



Journalist’s Burden to explain



Emily Dickinson

“If I feel physically as if the top of my 
head were taken off, I know that is 
poetry.”



A CLOCK stopped---not the mantel’s;

Geneva’s farthest skill

Can’t put the puppet bowing

That just now dangled still.

An awe came on the trinket!

The figures hunched with pain,

Then quivered out of decimals

Into degreeless noon.

It will not stir for doctors,

This pendulum of snow;

The shopman importunes it,

While cool, concernless No

Nods from the gilded pointers,

Nods from the seconds slim,

Decades of arrogance between

The dial life and him.



13,000 FEYNMAN DIAGRAMS

Gabrielse’s electron Kinoshita’s calculations



Sublime: Ulysses



Bloomsday



The fabric of reality

a=0.00116592091(54)



a=0.00116592091(54)

"A warm human plumpness settled down on his brain. 
Perfume of embraces all him assailed. With hungered flesh 
obscurely, he mutely craved to adore.”




