Preface

Wilhelm Ostwald was a genius who was equipped with a knack for unconventional
thinking in science and philosophy and with skills in both painting and music. On
the other hand he was, surprisingly, a much more conventional and average per-
sonality in everyday life. Whereas his scientific achievements are part of the fun-
daments of modern chemistry, and his philosophic views have been extensively and
critically reviewed,” the world of his personal thinking and feeling, laid out in his
autobiography, has so far been rather closed for non-German readers. The present
translation will hopefully change that. The translation of his autobiography is
certainly of special interest for readers in the US, the UK and France, as it shows
what impressions Ostwald took from these countries during the course of his
extensive travels. They will, of course, not agree with all of his views.

Ostwald published the first volume of his autobiography in 1926, followed by the
second and third volumes in 1927.° An abridged and commented (German) version
was published in 2003.* That edition contains a number of regrettable cuts and also
errors in some comments. Beside his autobiography, two biographies have been
published in German; one by his daughter Grete Ostwald” in 1953 and one as early
as 1904 by his former student Paul Walden.® There are also other biographical
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publications about Ostwald in German.”* Although the corner stones of Ostwald’s
life are known in the English speaking world,'*!'! the subtle details and especially
his personal attitude towards his colleagues in Germany and abroad are still hidden
in his German writings. The fact that the autobiography has never been translated to
English may be surprising, especially because Ostwald and his students played an
outstanding role in the establishment of physical chemistry in the USA'*'*!* and his
contributions to chemistry are basic to this science and part of the chemistry curricula
world wide. The lack of a translation may be due at least in part to the anti-German
feelings that prevailed after World War I, during the Nazi period (1933-1945), and
also after World War II. These times were not conducive to the popularisation of the
biography of a German scientist, especially since Ostwald, as a child of his times,
was a strong believer in a nationalistically biased world view. There is however an
interesting dichotomy here for, as the autobiography shows, Ostwald was at the same
time a tireless propagator in many diverse areas of, international cooperation.
Perhaps now that the dust of these historical struggles has settled back down,
non-German readers may be better prepared to understand that some of Ostwald’s
seemingly outrageous remarks merely reflect the spirit of the times in which he lived.
The present publication, together with a recently published book on the development
of electrochemistry in Eastern Europe'” is aimed at opening up the history of science
in Europe and making it accessible to English speakers.

This translation is based on the German original 1926/27 edition. In addition to
the text and photos, it contains a Name Index (see end) and a pedigree of the
Ostwald family. I am very happy that my colleague at the University of Greifswald,
Professor Robert Jack, carried out the translation, because this was a task
which needed someone who is both a “native speaker” and a scientist. We have
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intensively—sometimes heatedly—discussed the details of the translation, because
it is no mean task to make Ostwald’s text understandable to contemporary English

readers. Robert gives some explanations of his translation in the Translator’s note.

Greifswald, Germany Fritz Scholz
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