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What did it mean to be a scientist before the profession itself existed? Jan
Golinski finds an answer in the remarkable career of Humphry Davy, the
foremost chemist of his day and one of the most distinguished British men of
science of the nineteenth century. Originally a country boy from a modest
background, Davy was propelled by his scientific accomplishmentsto a
knighthood and the presidency of the Roya Society. An enigmatic figure to his
contemporaries, Davy has continued to elude the efforts of biographersto
classify him: poet, friend to Coleridge and Wordsworth, author of travel
narratives and a book on fishing, chemist and inventor of the miners safety
lamp. What are we to make of such aman?

In The Experimental Self, Golinski argues that Davy’slife is best understood as a
prolonged process of self-experimentation. He follows Davy from his youthful
enthusiasm for physiological experiment through his self-fashioning as a man of
science in a period when the path to a scientific career was not as well-trodden as
itistoday. What emergesis aportrait of Davy as a creative fashioner of hisown
identity through alifelong series of experimentsin selfhood.
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What did it mean to be a scientist before the profession itself existed? Jan Golinski finds an answer in the
remarkable career of Humphry Davy, the foremost chemist of his day and one of the most distinguished
British men of science of the nineteenth century. Originally a country boy from a modest background, Davy
was propelled by his scientific accomplishments to a knighthood and the presidency of the Royal Society. An
enigmatic figure to his contemporaries, Davy has continued to elude the efforts of biographersto classify
him: poet, friend to Coleridge and Wordsworth, author of travel narratives and a book on fishing, chemist
and inventor of the miners' safety lamp. What are we to make of such a man?

In The Experimental Self, Golinski argues that Davy’slife is best understood as a prolonged process of self-
experimentation. He follows Davy from his youthful enthusiasm for physiological experiment through his
self-fashioning as aman of science in a period when the path to a scientific career was not as well-trodden as
itistoday. What emergesis a portrait of Davy as a creative fashioner of his own identity through alifelong
series of experimentsin selfhood.
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Editorial Review
Review

“Golinski...unpicks the chemist's complexities and contradictions. As agifted scientist and charismatic
personality, Davy has been amagnet for biographers for two centuries. Golinski takes a new approach. The
Experimental Self does not claim to be a comprehensive biography. Instead, it investigates the different
identities that Davy constructed, along with those ascribed to him by others: enthusiast, genius, dandy,
discoverer, philosopher, traveller. Golinski thus provides afluid view of Davy, hopping back and forth
between different periods of hislife. It's arefreshing approach.”

(Nature)

"Golinski’ s biography of Davy is explicitly not comprehensive, although it includes many of the salient
details of Davy’slife and work. It seeks to tell us how, in an experiment that lasted throughout his life, he
constructed and reconstructed himself. Golinski’ sfocusis on Davy as enthusiast, genius, dandy, discoverer,
philosopher and traveller....His great enthusiasm was for using himself as an experimental subject.”

(Times Higher Education)

"Thiswork is not merely another biography of Sir Humphry Davy. While Golinski has not aimed to be
comprehensive, he thoroughly details the various personas of this fascinating scientific pioneer. In the period
preceding 'professional’ scientists, Davy progressed through a brilliant career, surmounting prejudices based
on social class, ethnicity, and gender. Davy’ s personas, which were overlapping yet distinct and often self-
described, ranged from enthusiast, genius, and dandy to discoverer, philosopher, and traveler. Davy was
primarily achemist and authored a chemistry textbook. However, his many travelsinspired extensive
writings on geology, agriculture, and poetry. The chemist was a controversial figure, and the established
scientific society had difficulty in evaluating Davy and his varied personas. He was thought to both hinder
and encourage the advancement of science, and was often criticized for his promotion of the education and
scientific advancement of women. Golinski offers a superb, well-rounded view of Davy’slife and
contributions to the field of science. Thiswork will be enjoyed by scientists, historians, and

educators. Recommended.”

(Choice)

"Insightful about many aspects of the self-made Davy's ideas and personality."
(The Lancet)

“Humphry Davy is an extremely important figure in the history of chemistry and has attracted a multitude of
bi ographers—but Golinski’ s fresh, powerful insights are a very welcome addition. With The Experimental
Sf, Golinski wrestles with the noble challenge of evoking a particularly eminent man of science from the
Second Scientific Revolution, when specialization and professional careersin science were still arelatively
new idea. Golinski’sway of making sense of thisis novel: he perceives Davy as self-fashioning, presenting a
number of personae—the enthusiast, the genius, the dandy, the discoverer, the philosopher, and the traveler.
Thisyields aseries of thematic chapters with abroadly chronological flow. Golinski does not attempt afull
blow-by-blow biography but instead sees Davy as a fragmented figure, and so we are given a new,
perceptive, sophisticated, and thought-provoking study in areadable style.”

(David M. Knight, emeritus, Durham University)



“Golinski has written an outstanding study of the English chemist Humphry Davy. The Experimental

Sf issignificant in two regards: first in the distinction of the six identities discussed, and second in the
evidence of Davy’s self-inventions. Golinski tells Davy’ s life as athematic narrative, aform that is both true
to its subject and gripping in its presentation. Anyone with an interest in biography or scientific genius will
find The Experimental Self to be fascinating and persuasive.”

(Gabriel Finkelstein, University of Colorado, Denver)

“Engagingly written and insightful, Golinski’s The Experimental Self explores the ways in which the iconic
Romantic figure and man of science Humphry Davy consciously wove together the identities of a chemist,
philosopher, dandy, traveler, poet, genius, and discoverer. Golinski brilliantly reveals aworld in which such
experimentation and self-invention were necessary, before the establishment of modern science with its
ingtitutions and career paths. While Davy has often been treated as an enigmatic figure, Golinski makes
sense of hislife and sheds light on his many modes of being by eschewing traditional narrative biography
and its demands for continuity of selfhood, instead treating separately the many selves of asingleindividual.
Itis, therefore, abook that belongs aongside recent histories of science that explore the figure of the
scientist and the emergence of science as a professional enterprise, but it is also one that should be read by
anyone with an interest in Romanticism, biography, or the nature of selfhood.”

(Carin Berkowitz, author of Charles Bell and the Anatomy of Reform)

About the Author

Jan Golinski is professor of history and humanities at the University of New Hampshire. He is the author of
Making Natural Knowledge and British Weather and the Climate of Enlightenment, both published by the
University of Chicago Press.

Users Review
From reader reviews:
David Guyton:

In other case, littleindividuals like to read book The Experimental Self: Humphry Davy and the Making of a
Man of Science (Synthesis). Y ou can choose the best book if you'd prefer reading a book. So long aswe
know about how isimportant the book The Experimental Self: Humphry Davy and the Making of a Man of
Science (Synthesis). Y ou can add information and of course you can around the world by way of a book.
Absolutely right, simply because from book you can recognize everything! From your country until finally
foreign or abroad you can be known. About simple factor until wonderful thing it is possible to know that. In
this era, we can open a book or perhaps searching by internet device. It is called e-book. Y ou may use it
when you feel fed up to go to thelibrary. Let's go through.

Sarah Alexander:

Hey guys, do you really wants to finds a new book to study? May be the book with the concept The
Experimental Self: Humphry Davy and the Making of a Man of Science (Synthesis) suitable to you? Often
the book was written by renowned writer in this era. The book untitled The Experimental Self: Humphry
Davy and the Making of a Man of Science (Synthesis)isasingle of several books that everyone read now.
Thiskind of book was inspired a number of people in the world. When you read this book you will enter the
new shape that you ever know before. The author explained their concept in the simple way, so al of people
can easily to be aware of the core of this e-book. This book will give you alot of information about this



world now. So that you can see the represented of the world with this book.

Natalie White:

The reserve untitled The Experimental Self: Humphry Davy and the Making of a Man of Science (Synthesis)
isthe e-book that recommended to you to study. Y ou can see the quality of the e-book content that will be
shown to an individual. The language that article author use to explained their way of doing something is
easily to understand. The copy writer was did alot of study when write the book, therefore the information
that they share to you is absolutely accurate. Y ou also will get the e-book of The Experimental Self:
Humphry Davy and the Making of a Man of Science (Synthesis) from the publisher to make you
considerably more enjoy freetime.

Harry Oliver:

Spent afree time and energy to be fun activity to do! A lot of people spent their down time with their family,
or their particular friends. Usually they undertaking activity like watching television, gonna beach, or picnic
inside park. They actually doing same task every week. Do you fed it? Would you like to something
different to fill your free time/ holiday? Might be reading a book may be option to fill your free of charge
time/ holiday. The first thing that you'll ask may be what kinds of book that you should read. If you want to
test look for book, may be the reserve untitled The Experimental Self: Humphry Davy and the Making of a
Man of Science (Synthesis) can be very good book to read. May be it may be best activity to you.
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