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Eighty years ago Albert Einstein
visited Argentina. He arrived on
25 March 1925 and stayed for a
month. He delivered 12 confer-
ences, most of them on the theory
of relativity, and took part in many
receptions and social meetings.
After the corroboration in 1919 of
the deflection of light rays due to
the curvature of space around the
eclipsed Sun, and having been
awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics
for 1921, Einstein was a consum-
mated scientific celebrity. His visit
to Argentina was the subject of
eager anticipation. 

Once there, he collaborated with
one of the main newspapers of the
time, La Prensa, which published
summaries of all of the lectures
that Einstein delivered in Buenos
Aires. La Prensaalso printed
‘Pan-Europa’, an article written
by Einstein himself, in which he
criticized the growing national-
ism and defended the renaissance
of the European community and
its cultural unification. 

Last year, World Year of Physics
(also called Einstein Year), com-
memorated worldwide the 100th
anniversary of Einstein’s legendary
works of 1905, a year deservedly
dubbed the annus mirabilis. Last
year was also an opportunity for
the public to encounter physics in
a new and rewarding way. 

At the University of Buenos
Aires we wanted to work with
Einstein Year, first by recognizing

that the influence of this great mind
was not limited to science, and that
his legacy can be seen in many
aspects of daily life. Any event to
honour Einstein’s achievements
and his attitude to life ought to be
complemented by a range of top-
ics covering more than just physics. 

In Buenos Aires, selected experts
from various fields delivered lec-
tures to the general public. They
covered the scientific aspects of

Einstein’s achievements, but also
– and most importantly – many
topics where his thinking and
actions greatly influenced the 20th
century: arts and humanities, lit-
erature and history, politics, dis-
armament and religion. These and
other interesting subjects were dis-
cussed every Thursday evening
from 10 March to 24 November,
surrounded by the art exhibits
independently organized by the
Jorge Luis Borges Cultural Center
(see www.ccborges.org.ar), where
the conferences took place.

The conferences
The public response was over-
whelming. The meetings were
held in different halls depending
on the exhibits, and the seats began
to fill nearly an hour before each
conference. The first meeting,
‘Einstein and Borges’, filled up 20
minutes before it was due to begin,
with 150 people seated and 100
more sitting on the floor or stand-
ing. There were no complaints,
though, as people were happy to
listen to the interesting topics and
to question the experts. 

It may seem unusual for a psy-
chologist to lecture about Einstein,
but not if one remembers the
important correspondence in 1932
between Sigmund Freud and
Einstein on violence and war.
Likewise, one might wonder why
an expert on molecular biology was
among the speakers celebrating
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Argentina remembers Einstein’s visit

Lady Wassermann (right) and
journalist and writer Elsa
Jerusalem pose with Einstein in
the garden of the Wasserman’s
villa, where he stayed when he
visited Buenos Aires. Lady
Wassermann accompanied
Einstein on his first aerial tour
on 1 April 1925, when they flew
around Buenos Aires in a
Junkers aeroplane that was
visiting from the German Navy.
(Courtesy Archivo General de
la Nación Argentina.)
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Einstein’s annus mirabilis. Well,
biology gained an important and
fresh input when physicists, such
as Erwin Schrödinger in 1944,
began wondering What is Life?

Now, imagine you are a physics
professor at the University of Bern
in 1905. Having taught Newtonian
physics, classical statistical mech-
anics and Maxwell’s electro-
magnetism for years, you receive
a set of papers from a completely
unknown author – a third-class
employee of the local patent office
– claiming that the physics in your
lectures is wrong. Moreover, his
reasoning is completely unfamil-
iar. How would you react? Well,
on the conference agenda we
included an astrophysicist and
expert in debunking pseudo-
scientific claims, who explained
to us why we should not dismiss
this strange character as a crank. 

An expert in neurobiology also
told us everything we always
wanted to know – but were afraid
to ask – about the near 50-year
search for special features in
Einstein’s brain – the myth and
the reality. He also presented the
results of the most recent brain

studies carried out worldwide. 
To celebrate this unique year, we

wanted to include a local element.
Three renowned speakers dis-
cussed Einstein’s visit to Argentina.
A journalist spoke about the rela-
tionship between Einstein and the
local press. A historian, born in
1925, lectured about the political
and social life in the 1920s when
Einstein came to visit. A third
expert reminded us about Enrique
Gaviola, an outstanding Argen-
tinian scientist who was one of
Einstein’s students in Berlin from
1924 to 1925, and was included
in Emily J McMurray’s Notable
Twentieth Century Scientistsin
1998, nine years after his death. 

A wider view
With a long and interesting list of
interdisciplinary subjects (see
www.universoeinstein.com.ar), the
general public – and especially
teachers and students – were shown
that physics is not isolated from the
rest of the world – that science is
part of the culture that we all enjoy
and to which we all contribute. 

We also spent a couple of
months researching where Einstein

stayed while visiting Buenos
Aires. By mid-2005 we had found
Einstein’s residence, an old-style
villa – in those days owned by the
Wassermann family, one of the
most prominent Jewish families
of the city. 

On 1 September, after another
couple of months of negotiations
with the city government, a group
of scientific and political author-
ities unveiled a plaque to com-
memorate that Einstein spent a
whole month in that house. The
Buenos Aires Heraldreported the
event with an article entitled
‘Einstein’s relativity: OZ = BA’
(3 September 2005 p5). The
Australian government now owns
the villa, which explains the OZ
of the title; and BA stands for
Buenos Aires. 

In the meantime, the conferences
continued. Agroup of teachers and
advanced high-school students
requested a special course on rel-
ativity so that they could study, dis-
cuss and air their doubts with a
professional relativist. One of the
invited speakers, a member of our
physics department, whose sub-
ject was Einstein and the twin par-
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The Wassermann residence in
Buenos Aires, where Einstein
stayed for a whole month in
1925. (Courtesy Archivo General
de la Nación Argentina.)

Australian Ambassador Peter Hussin (left) and Eduardo Charreau,
president of the National Council for Scientific and Technological
Research (CONICET), at the Australian embassy (formerly the
Wassermann residence). At the ceremony on 1 September 2005 they
unveiled a plaque to commemorate Einstein’s stay in 1925.
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adox, agreed to deliver the course.
By October we had organized four
‘Wednesdays of Relativity’ – a
series of lectures with 50 attendees
on average, composed not only of
teachers and students. 

Finally there was a theatrical
performance on 6 December to
close this busy but interesting year.
The one-man play Einstein, by
Canadian playwright Gabriel
Emanuel, was performed twice
and attracted an audience of more
than 400, half of them teachers and
young people. 

In total we organized 38 con-

ferences, four “Wednesdays of
Relativity” and a theatre per-
formance, all in one of the main
cultural centres of Buenos Aires.
The websitehas been running
throughout the year, receiving lots
of questions and comments. This
site already includes many arti-
cles that can be freely down-
loaded, as well as audio files of
three of the most attended con-
ferences, which can be listened to
online. The site will be updated
regularly and we plan to include
links to more audio files and writ-
ten contributions from the speak-

ers of the different conferences. 
Schools and universities, teach-

ers and students, and the general
public have certainly benefited
from these conferences and other
cultural and educational activities.
Organizing an event like this took
a lot of time (organization began
in mid-2004), but the results have
been more than rewarding. 

Alejandro Gangui IAFE
(CONICET) and CEFIEC-
FCEyN, University of Buenos
Aires, Argentina (e-mail: 
gangui@df.uba.ar).

A group of Year 10 girls from
Marlwood and Rednock Schools
attended the second in a series of
Perfume Chemistry workshops on
11 May 2006, as part of a project
designed to promote the physical
sciences amongst young women.

The project involves collabora-
tion between local science col-
leges and the School of Chemistry
at the University of Bristol (Bristol
ChemLabS). The project, which
received funding from the Royal
Society Partnership Grants
Scheme, the Royal Society of
Chemistry and Bristol ChemLabS,
allows the students to work with
professional scientists, giving
them a taste of chemical science
outside the classroom.

Marlwood student Georgina
Hilton reported: ‘It was a really
good experience to learn about
how the perfume is made. It was
especially fun when we made our
own perfumes and tested the dif-
ferent scents, even though some
of them smelled really horrible!

But other than that it was a really
educational day.’

Laura Mills added: ‘I really
enjoyed the day. We learned a lot
about how perfume is mixed and
the different quantities of each
chemical used. We were also told
about the two theories on smell,
those of vibration and shape. We
even made our own perfume!’

Two follow-on practical ses-
sions are to be held at the
University of Bristol. These will

cover the analysis of perfumes and
the synthesis of some fragrant
molecules. In the analysis session
the 15-year-olds will be able to
work with postgraduate students
on how to tell apart fake and real,
and the identification of compo-
nents using gas chromatography
and mass spectroscopy. The syn-
thesis lab will introduce the stu-
dents to techniques and equipment
not readily available to schools,
such as rotary evaporators and
infrared spectroscopy.

In September the students from
all four schools will return to
Bristol to make presentations to
an audience of their peers. This
will form a part of an afternoon
schools’conference alongside Dr
David Kelly from Cardiff and Dr
Dudley Shallcross from Bristol.
In recognition of their work the
students should obtain a silver
Science Communicators award
issued by the BA.

Tim Harrison
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The sweet smell of fragrant molecules

Students learn how chemicals
are mixed to create perfume.


