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Suggestions for more readable books about physics 

Pose the reader interesting, open-ended puzzles.
Provoke the reader’s emotions! Make their ears prick up with mystery. 
Demand open-ended interpretation of the puzzles; invite group 
discussion. Don’t simply resolve the mystery for the reader with 
tension-erasing explanation.

High artistic standards—each page should invite the reader to dwell 
on how interesting/cool it looks. Embrace aesthetic eccentricity. 
Enormouse illustrations are great.

Teach a few things well.
Exaustive material coverage is overwhelming. Focus on a few specific 
physics ideas and go really deep into them, looking at them from 
different angle.

Interesting but textually fallible.  
Good books are fun to engage with, and this always means critical 
interpretation. 

Extremely multi-modal presentation. 
Lots of drawings. Many kinds of narrative and prose. Various forms of 
mathematical/algebraic visualization. 

Be kind of weird in your presentation. Humans love books that are 
kind of intrinsically, lovably weird.

The Way Things Work David Macaulay
Houghton, Mifflin Company, 1988

Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone  
JK Rowling
Bloomsbury, 1997

Thing Explainer by Randall Munroe
Houghton, Mifflin Company, 2015

Physics: Principles With Applications 
by Douglas Giancoli
Pearson, Prentice Hall 2004

Enormous, beautiful, engaging 
illustration

No puzzles posed to the 
reader; only definitions

Book exhausts all the 
possibilities instead of 
inviting reader to explore

Photographs are 
awkwardly 
cropped; do not 
invite us to 
dwell; 
unmemorable. 

Extreme clarity; 
encyclopedic 
exhaustiveness 
as central virtues.

Humorless, emotionless 
prose

Simplistic historical 
narratives about 
white male geniuses 
dispassionately 
‘working out’ our 
physics for us, once 
and perfectly.

Tension-free (dull) 
narratives teach us 
only that physics 
comes to geniuses 
automatically and 
in solitude. 
Historically 
inaccurate!

A missed opportunity. Very few of us dwell upon our physics textbooks 
for pleasure. I analyze mainstream physics textbooks as literature, and 
compare them side-by-side with the books we keep returning to. 
We find that our favorite books make us to want to engage with puzzles, 
obsess over mysteries, explore fantastic worlds, and to playfully make 
sense of these things with our friends. This is exactly how we best learn 
physics. 

● Dampened emotional response: of emotions of tension, aesthetics, 
mysteries, puzzle-solving, world-exploring impulses, etc.

● Physics textbooks are not meant to be interpreted as texts; 
they aren’t meant to be interpreted at all! Their sentences are objectively true 
and authoritative, like scripture. This bores readers.

● “A culture of no culture” Physics textbooks present themselves as 
objective and transcending aesthetic considerations. Thus they give themselves 
the most ‘normal’ appearance they can, which again serves to dampen reader 
emotions. Such objectivity is, of course, impossible.

● The reader’s role is to absorb this information, 
uncritically. The book tells us that the student’s role is to learn to do 
physics by innate merit, in solitude, and by analogy: you are learning, at your best, to 
copy perfectly from this book. This is not how people learn well!

The drawing itself invites us to 
dwell and try to tell a story 
about how the piano key works.

Architectural scale; cumulus 
clouds make the world surreal 
and funny and fascinating

Interesting graphical layout 
draws our eye around the page 
pleasingly

Interesting graphical layout 
draws our eye around the page 
pleasingly

Doesn’t totally solve the 
puzzles for us; leaves room 
for us to explore.

No requirement of linear 
reading; invitation to read 
whatever part we’re drawn to.

Extremely multi-modal

Several types of humor 
throughout page. 

Beautiful art!

Full of mystery 
and tension!

Narrative voice is joyous in 
its judgement of characters

Extremely clear narrative 
with excellent visuals

We can’t help but keep reading to 
find out what happens nextA celebration of absurd details 

and eccentric artistic form.

Very pretty 
prose, font, 
and layout.

Thanks to my advisor, Benedikt Harrer! 
Please contact me at deichaaron@gmail.com.

This one of the most 
commonly used college 
freshman textbook in the 
United States for the last 
two decades.


