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graphite and were therefore classi-
fied as a material with potential mil-
itary applications.

The  US- led war that began in 
2003, initiated partially on the false 
grounds that Iraq possessed weap-
ons of mass destruction, added in-
sult to injury. It unleashed violence 
that specifically targeted scientists. 
By January 2005 about 300 univer-
sity administrators and academics had 
been murdered,1 including a former 
president of the University of Baghdad, 
Mohammed al- Rawi, who was killed in 

his medical clinic. Iraq, its academic in-
stitutions, and its scientists continue to 
suffer the consequences of misguided US 
foreign policies.

The effects on science caused by the 
wars in Ukraine and Iraq are two sides 
of the same coin. I applaud P  
T  for drawing a ention to the tra-
vails of scientists across the globe, but I 
encourage inclusivity in that reporting.
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Newton’s “force” and fake doors: The “geometric spirit” in the arts

T
he science of Isaac Newton became 
a major part of the larger intellec-
tual milieu during the long 18th cen-

tury. Newton’s influence dominated all 
areas of human  concerns— scientific and 
 otherwise— as scientific principles were 
applied to all aspects of life in the En-
lightenment.1 “The geometrical spirit is 
not so tied to geometry that it cannot 
be detached from it and transported to 
other branches of knowledge,” proclaimed 
the French polymath Bernard le Bovier 
de Fontenelle2 in 1699. This “century of 

lights” could just as well have been 
called “the century of Newton”: The poet 
Alexander Pope once wrote in an epi-
taph for him, “God said, Let Newton be! 
and all was light.”

The art of the 18th century reflects a 
renewed interest in classical form with 
Newtonian symmetry and balance, an 
emphasis that earned the period the 
name neoclassicism.3 That classical re-
vival, which followed on the heels of the 
French and English Baroque period, 
began in the second half of the century 

and extended well into the following 
century. The period saw a transition from 
the fanciful, over decorated ornamenta-
tion of the Baroque to the unpretentious, 
balanced style of neoclassicism—in 
which the emphasis was on symmetry 
and the pureness of form. In the UK, 
that classical revival was marked by 
the metamorphosis of highly orna-
mented Stuart architecture into rea-
soned, properly proportioned styles 
and Palladian supersymmetry. In an 
age rebelling against excess, Cartesian 

THE PRADO MUSEUM in Madrid, Spain. (Courtesy of Emilio J. Rodríguez Posada, CC BY-SA 2.0.) 

Science is a universal enterprise, and 
those engaged in it are its trustees. 
It is proper to speak up in support of 
scientists who face impediments and 
restrictions on their activities.
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swirls yielded to Newtonian balance and 
simplicity.

Newtonian neoclassical balance is 
evident in several monumental build-
ings of the period, which display on a 
rather ostentatious scale the century’s 
vogue for mathematical regularity in 
architecture. Examples include Vienna’s 
Schönbrunn Palace, remodeled in neo-
classical style starting in 1743; the Cir-
cus, a ring of townhouses built begin-
ning in 1754 in Bath, England; and 
Madrid’s Prado Museum (see page 11), 
designed in 1785.

Lesser known is the interior of the old 
Pennsylvania Supreme Court Chamber, 
which I photographed when I visited 
Philadelphia’s Independence Hall (see 
above)—itself a building symmetrical 
and balanced in design, like much of 
Georgian colonial architecture. Here, 
the door on the left is real and func-
tional; the one on the right, however, is 
fake: It is inoperable, but necessary to 
preserve the overall symmetry of the 
room. The English architect- scientist 
and Newton contemporary Christopher 

Wren declared that “the geometrical is 
the most essential part of architecture.”4

While connections between science 
and the cultural expressions of society 
are interesting in and of themselves, ap-
preciating them helps bridge the 
 science– humanities “two cultures” di-
vide. As emphasized by the American 
Association for the Advancement of Sci-
ence, science literacy “includes seeing 
the scientific endeavor in the light of 
cultural and intellectual history.’’5 Rec-
ognizing that relationship enhances and 
enlivens education in and awareness of 
STEAM (science, technology, engineer-
ing, arts, and mathematics) and, at the 
very least, helps humanize science.
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Correction
April 2023, page 30—Panels a and b are 
mislabeled in the figure 3 caption. Figure 
3a is a  cross- sectional image of a pre-
eclamptic placenta, and figure 3b is a cross- 
sectional image of a normal placenta.  PT
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THE OLD PENNSYLVANIA SUPREME COURT CHAMBER in Philadelphia’s 
Independence Hall.
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