
Zero K
Don DeLillo Scribner (2016)
Cryogenics and climate change permeate this existential science-
fiction tale by novelist Don DeLillo. Set in a shadowy compound near 
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, it centres on Zero K, a “faith-based technology” 
that promises future immortality in cyberhuman form. Sceptical 
protagonist Jeff meets the cultists, views videos of catastrophes and 
contemplates ageing in a satirical narrative shot through with poetic 
lyricism. Ultimately, a celebration of life’s “mingled astonishments”, as 
a counterweight to fantasy futurism and pessimism alike. Barbara Kiser

Where Are the Women Architects? 
Despina Stratigakos Princeton University Press (2016)
‘Male-dominated’ is an understatement in architecture: in Britain 
alone, just 24% of architects are women, and the late Zaha Hadid 
was a rare star. In this slim chronicle, architectural historian Despina 
Stratigakos incisively catalogues the setbacks. In 1908, for instance, 
German architectural critic Karl Scheffler claimed that female 
practitioners were “irritable hermaphroditic creatures”; Ayn Rand’s 
1943 paean to architectural misogyny The Fountainhead became 
a university cult. Despite the equality debate, Stratigakos notes, the 
work of architects such as Thekla Schild remains low profile.

The Winter Fortress: The Epic Mission to Sabotage Hitler’s Atomic 
Bomb
Neal Bascomb Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (2016)
Journalist Neal Bascomb delivers a deeply researched account of a 
half-forgotten episode in the Second World War: the Allied raids that 
sabotaged the Nazi effort to build a nuclear bomb. In 1940, the Third 
Reich co-opted Norway’s Vemork hydroelectric plant, sole source of 
the heavy water (2H2O) needed for the bomb technology. Bascomb 
interweaves the stories of Hitler’s ‘Uranium Club’ and of atomic chemist 
Leif Tronstad, who directed the Allied operation, with the thriller-esque 
tale of the commandos who put the plant out of action in 1943. 

South Pole: Nature and Culture
Elizabeth Leane Reaktion (2016)
As the quintessence of Earthly remoteness, Antarctica has drawn 
hordes of scientists, iconic explorers such as Robert Falcon Scott 
and Roald Amundsen, and novelists who have peopled it with 
vast humanoid lobsters or radioactive elephant seals. Historian 
Elizabeth Leane tours the research, literature, exploration and 
geopolitical manoeuvrings that swirl around the pole. Hers is a 
detailed, compelling portrait of a place at once central and marginal, 
fantastically inhospitable and beautiful, and a mecca for physicists, 
government claimants and extreme tourists.

AI: Its Nature and Future
Margaret A. Boden Oxford University Press (2016)
From search engines to satnavs, artificial intelligence (AI) permeates 
society. In this masterclass of a book, cognitive scientist Margaret 
Boden traces the evolution of AI from conceptual framing by Ada 
Lovelace through key research by the likes of Alan Turing and Paul 
Churchland, to the schism between cybernetics and symbolic 
computing. Traversing today’s landscape, she examines the ‘holy 
grail’ of artificial general intelligence and the potential of neural 
networks and robots, and winnows the apocalyptic predictions from 
the real ethical dangers of AI misuse. 

the end of his career, he uncovered the mys-
tery of how bees in flight orient themselves to 
the Sun’s position using polarized light. 

Not all of The Dancing Bees is spellbinding. 
Munz devotes a chapter to dance-language 
denial, a controversy based on meagre evi-
dence that, with the benefit of historical 
hindsight, deserves a couple of paragraphs 
at most. A few inserted vignettes about hon-
eybee observations in the eighteenth century 
by Swiss naturalist François Huber, and von 
Frisch’s films about fish behaviour, interrupt 
the book’s flow. Moreover, key aspects of von 
Frisch’s personal life are under-represented. 
His relationships with his wife, children and 
friends are mentioned, but further elabora-
tion would have enriched our understand-
ing of how he persevered through scientific 
controversy and historical tragedy. 

Von Frisch clearly did not collaborate in 
any substantial way with the Nazis. Munz is 
largely silent on whether he could or should 
have been more proactive or outspoken 
against the regime. She writes: “It is difficult 

to shake the image of a scientist who escaped 
the horrors that surrounded him by bury-
ing himself in his work.” After the war, von 
Frisch wrote that “many professors welcomed 
the changes, some out of caution, others from 
conviction. And soon it was clear that any 
serious opposition would lead to one’s per-
sonal destruction.” 

We are left with this: immersed in the 
unimaginable horrors perpetrated by a 
brutal regime, von Frisch managed to craft 
a hugely significant scientific discovery. 
Perhaps that is enough. ■

Mark L. Winston is a bee biologist, 
professor and senior fellow at Simon 
Fraser University’s Centre for Dialogue in 
Vancouver, Canada. He is the author of Bee 
Time: Lessons from the Hive.
e-mail: winston@sfu.ca

Karl von Frisch translated the bees’ dance.
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