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The face is so familiar that we take Einstein's fame for granted.  But it is odd that a mere physicist should have become so well-known.  True, Einstein was an exceptional physicist, perhaps the greatest ever.  But other modern physicists of comparable stature, like Niels Bohr, or Paul Dirac, are scarcely names that trip off the tongue.  In striking contrast, Einstein is famous in a way that transcends fame, part of everybody's frame of reference, like Charlie Chaplin, the Beatles, or Jesus Christ.

   It all happened rather suddenly in 1919.  The Armistice was only a few months old when Sir Arthur Eddington announced that recent observations of a solar eclipse in West Africa had confirmed Einstein's theory of general relativity and overthrown classical mechanics.  The general public hailed this as the harbinger of a new age.  There were newspaper articles, pamphlets, even songs and detective stories about the theory of relativity.  Einstein himself turned out to be a twinkling imp with radical opinions about life and politics, far from the stereotype of the dry scientist.  To many it must have seemed as if this man had somehow washed away the past, and had the power to create a new world fit for modern humans to live in.

   Einstein was feted everywhere he went.  In New York he was greeted at the quayside by Mayor La Guardia.  In London he turned down an invitation to do a season at the Palladium.  When he did come to England, Viscount Haldane persuaded Lady Cunard that a large cocktail party would be unsuitable, and instead hosted a dinner where the guests included George Bernard Shaw, Dean Inge, and the Archbishop of Canterbury.  Einstein made friends with the King and Queen of Belgium.  "Dear Queen" he would write to her, for all the world like a character in a Babar story, and on occasion would drop in unexpectedly for lunch.

   Of course, even before all this fuss, Einstein was already a prominent physicist.  He had published the first part of his relativity theory, the special theory, over a decade earlier, and had made fundamental contributions to quantum mechanics.  And when his general theory of relativity was published in 1916, its manifest elegance immediately won many converts, not least Eddington, who despite the war promptly set about raising money for his expedition to West Africa.

   Einstein's genius as a physicist lay in his ability to cut through the clutter of equations and see to the heart of the underlying theory.  Both the special and general theories resulted from his determination to eliminate what he saw as ugly flaws at the centre of classical physics.  The same clarity of thought is apparent in his political views.  As a young man he was a pacificist, and publicly opposed the Great War, even while working in Berlin.  But he was among the first pacificists to recognize Nazism as a greater evil, and advocated military opposition to Hitler as early as 1933.  He was also instrumental in persuading the Allies that they must develop nuclear weapons before Germany.  Once the Nazis were defeated, however, he returned to pacifism, and campaigned vigorously for nuclear disarmament until his death at the age of seventy six in 1955.

   If Einstein started his public life as the darling of the Jazz Age, he ended it as nothing less than a secular saint.  But recent evidence suggests that his private persona was not always as pure as his public image.  In 1987 his letters to his first wife, Mileva, were published and caused something of a sensation.  Little had been known about Mileva, for she and Einstein had parted in 1914, and were formally divorced in 1919, just three months before Eddington's observations made Einstein famous, and four months before he married his second wife, Elsa.  But the letters show that Mileva had borne Einstein an illegitimate daughter before they were married, and they also suggested that she was the unacknowledged co-discoverer of relativity.

   In The Private Lives of Albert Einstein, Roger Highfield, the science editor of the Daily Telegraph, and Paul Carter, deputy chief sub-editor on the Daily Express, aim to show that Einstein's unhappy first marriage was merely the tip of an iceberg, and that throughout his private life he was a man of "fierce passions", whose "philandering became part of his family's private folklore".  Or so at least they claim in their introductory chapter.  But the rest of the book does little to support the suggestion.  Highfield and Carter have left few stones unturned, but they have found no definite evidence that Einstein ever philandered with anybody apart from his two wives.  Even the Einsteins' maid from 1927 to 1932, whom Highfield and Carter interviewed by telephone, has nothing more damning to offer than a "blonde Austrian" who went sailing with Einstein and brought vanilla pastries for his wife.  If Einstein had really wanted to be unfaithful during this period, there would surely be more hard evidence than Highfield's and Carter's nudges and innuendos.  After all, by this time he was Albert Einstein.  He would only have had to ask, and he could have had more mistresses than Frank Sinatra.

   Highfield and Carter do rather better with their reconstruction of Einstein's ill-fated first marriage.  Mileva Maric was a bright young Serb studying physics in Zurich when the teenage Einstein fell in love with her.  For many years there was no money and few prospects, and when Mileva became pregnant the couple took the line of least resistance, and had their daughter adopted, though the ultimate fate of the child remains obscure.  When Einstein found a job in the Swiss patent office, however, they immediately married, and remained together for the next eleven years, during which time they had two sons.  Sadly, though, Mileva grew increasingly sullen and uncommunicative, and when she eventually refused to move with Einstein to a new job in Berlin, he offered little resistance.

   Did Einstein steal his ideas from Mileva?  Male blindness to the achievements of women scientists is often real enough, and some commentators have leapt on Einstein's occasional references to "our work" in his early letters to Mileva to argue that she deserved a share of his plaudits.  But these references are few and far between, and even Highfield and Carter agree that, on closer analysis, the letters reveal that Mileva played no more important a role than many of Einstein's other colleagues.

   At another level, though, Mileva was certainly a victim of her sexual role.  Once she was married, it was universally taken for granted that she would stay at home with the children.  This extinction of her scientific aspirations must have seemed a sad fate to the star pupil who had fought her way from the outskirts of the Austro-Hungarian Empire to one of the best physics institutes in Europe.  If we add in the memory of her lost daughter, Mileva's slide into depression seems almost inevitable.  Still, Einstein's responsibility for this decline is debatable.  Despite Highfield's and Carter's attempts to blacken him, Einstein seems to have been no worse a husband, and often rather better, than the conventions of the time required.  The story of Mileva, who continued her deterioration even after the divorce, makes harrowing reading, but it is one in which Einstein seem to have been as much a helpless spectator as a villain.

   Highfield's and Carter's attempts at sensationalism have not stopped them uncovering a wealth of detail, especially about Einstein's early life.  By contrast, Einstein: A Life in Science is a relatively unambitious digest of known sources.  But in some ways it is the more satisfying work.  Michael White and John Gribbin have repeated the formula from their recent biography of Stephen Hawking, interleaving chapters on their subject's life with explanations of his scientific achievements.  The book contains little that could not be read elsewhere, but at least it gives Einstein's theories as much space as his foibles.  Amid all the gossip and hearsay, it is refreshing to be reminded that Einstein is not just famous for being famous, but because he had a mind that was more in tune with nature than any has ever been.

