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Plain language
Quantum physics superstar Carlo Rovelli tells Eleni Courea how the joy of sharing 
his research inspired a massive publishing phenomenon.

“You don’t get anywhere by not ‘wasting’ time,” declares 
quantum physicist Carlo Rovelli in the opening para-
graph of his acclaimed book, Seven Brief Lessons on 
Physics. He cites the example of Albert Einstein, who 
spent a year “loafing aimlessly” after abandoning his 
high-school studies. 

But finding time to waste is getting harder and harder 
for Rovelli. He has just published his fifth popular science 
book and is now set to focus on doing research from his 
base in the Center of Theoretical Physics at Aix-Marseille 
University, France. He has just applied for an Advanced 
Grant with the European Research Council (ERC).

Rovelli’s books have been nothing short of a sen-
sation. Seven Brief Lessons on Physics—an 80-page 
exposition of the most important findings in his sub-
ject—has been translated into 41 languages and sold 
more than a million copies. 

The Italian says he is motivated to write by his “joy of 
sharing”. He models himself on the American astrono-
mer Carl Sagan, whose TV series Cosmos became one of 
the most widely watched shows on American TV. “I hope 
to make a small contribution to combating populism, 
tribalism and the overall anti-Enlightenment shadow 
that hovers over Europe,” Rovelli says. 

In this, Rovelli has something in common with EU 
research commissioner Carlos Moedas. “We hesitate too 
much to tell our stories to the broader public,” Moedas 
said at an event in March, calling on researchers to “cre-
ate dreams that make Europeans proud”. 

Moedas has proposed that the next EU Framework 
programme fund “moonshots” that could transform soci-
ety and inspire the public—for example, finding a cure 
for Alzheimer’s. The word “moonshot” is from a speech 
United States president John F Kennedy made in 1961, 

in which he challenged NASA to send 
a man to the moon—a goal that the 
US achieved in 1969. 

But Rovelli doesn’t think scientists 
have an obligation to communicate 
their work. “Good results come when 
people do what they enjoy,” he says. 
“If a scientist likes to remain in a 
closed room proving theorems and is 
good at that, we should encourage it.”

It’s not that research and public 
outreach can’t be done simultaneous-
ly—they can, Rovelli says, and he is 

living proof of it. But when you throw other things into the 
mix—“the silly infinite European bureaucracy, teaching, 
administration and at times even a bit of private life”—
things get harder, he quips. “No doubt a bit of help from 
the EU institutions would help. There is none.”

Having submitted his proposal to the ERC, Rovelli 
doesn’t mince his words about research bureaucracy. 
“Europe has made a big effort to redesign its grants sys-
tem, but I am not convinced the result is adequate yet,” 
he says. He laments the loss of a research environment 
in which scientists don’t face constant pressure to show 
results. “That is detrimental in the long run,” he says. 

Rovelli flags the “randomness” with which proposals 
are selected for Horizon 2020 funding. “It all depends 
on who sits on the committee that year. It lacks vision 
and coherence.” In a final twist of the knife, he notes 
that “the choices of the US National Science Foundation 
seem more reasonable than the European ones”. But this 
does not stop him from acknowledging his debt to sev-
eral EU-funded postdocs that he has done.

Those funds helped Rovelli secure his academic posi-
tions—his professorships in France and in the US—and 
publish more than 100 journal articles. Only after achiev-
ing all this did Rovelli begin writing for a general audience.

His first book, What is Time? What is Space?, was pub-
lished in 2006 when he was 49. Rovelli tests the waters 
by serialising his work in Italian newspaper columns: 
Seven Brief Lessons on Physics was first published in the 
culture section of the Milan-based paper Il Sole 24 Ore—
testament to Rovelli’s disdain for any artificial division 
between the arts and sciences. 

Now he is taking a break from writing. His latest 
book, The Order of Time, was a “major effort”, he says: 
“I have put the core of my lifelong research in it.” It was 
published in Italy in March, and an English translation 
is forthcoming in May 2018. Rovelli is ready to pass on 
the torch to others, and offers advice for scientists who 
struggle to explain their research in a simple way. “Strip 
down the exposition to the bare minimum. Take out all 
unnecessary details,” he says. 

But he attaches a warning: “Do not hide what is not clear 
about your research.” In his books, he often highlights the 
inconsistencies in the prevailing understanding of physics 
throughout history—and how facing these head-on has led 
to breakthroughs. “Put a spotlight on what is not clear,” he 
says. “Then, the reader can trust you.” 
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