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In many of his drawings, Sendak
anthropomorphizes atoms, molecules, and
subatomic particles to convey the otherwise
esoteric details of nuclear science. Here, he
shows sodium atoms, taking the form of
young women reminiscent of 1940s bobby-
soxers, and chlorine atoms, represented by
strapping young men, meeting on the
“chemical dance floor” and forming sodium
chloride molecules.

Sendak illustrates radioactive half-life by
using radium. He shows the element’s
atoms holding hands in the top row. After
its half-life of 1590 years has passed, half
the radium atoms remain, on average; after
3180 years, only a quarter of the atoms are
intact. Sendak’s use of the word “suicide” in
his caption is striking: The artist struggled
with depression throughout his life and was
open about having had suicidal thoughts.



Long before the days of email, chain letters
asking recipients to pass along a message
to several others arrived in one’s physical
mailbox. The authors use that common
experience to explain chain reactions in
nuclear reactors. In Sendak’s image, a
chain letter begins multiplying and quickly
buries a harried postal worker under a
deluge of mail.

No popular-science book about 20th-
century physics would be complete without
a discussion of Albert Einstein and E = mc.
In their “Modern Alchemy” chapter, the
authors explain the process of nuclear
transmutation, the transformation of one
element into another through radioactive
decay or other nuclear reactions, by
analogizing it to alchemy in the Middle
Ages. Sendak’s illustration shows Einstein,
deep in thought, pondering a balance—
an alchemist’s tool—whose two arms are
equally loaded with matter and energy.
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