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Portrayal of Physicists in Fictional Works 
 

Daniel Dotson 
 

Abstract: In his article "Portrayal of Physicists in Fictional Works" Daniel Dotson analyzes how physicists 

(including professors, teachers, physics students, and amateur physicists) are portrayed in novels, films, and 

television programs. Eighty characters are analyzed to see if they possessed any of ten personality traits: 

obsessive, having major mental health problems, withdrawn, brave, timid, socially inept, arrogant, too 

career-focused, out of touch, and stubborn. Dotson lists a summary of the characters with their traits 

followed by an overview of the traits and select examples of how characters possessed that trait. Male and 

female characters are compared to determine if one gender received a better portrayal (i.e., fewer negative 

personality traits) than another. In addition, characters possessing several personality traits are described in 

detail, as well as the few characters not possessing any of the traits. 

 

What image comes to mind when thinking of a physicist? A mad scientist bent on global 

domination? An absent-minded professor? Eighty fictional physicists are examined in the article 

at hand, including researchers, professors, astrophysicists, space scientists, and geophysicists in 

twenty-eight novels, twenty-one films, and a television series. Characters' actions and stated facts 

about them determined if they possessed one or more personality traits: obsessive, having major 

mental problems, withdrawn, brave, timid, socially inept, too career-focused, out of touch, 

arrogant, and stubborn. Gender differences were also explored. The texts' subjects were not 

necessarily on science. Aliens, time travel, golf balls, exploring space, parallel worlds, and 

disasters are example topics. A character had to have enough of a presence in order to gather 

information on their personality. A brief appearance does not give a good sense of personality. 

Seven characters are portrayals of people who actually existed: Marie Curie, Pierre Curie, Albert 

Einstein, Lieserl Einstein, J. Robert Oppenheimer, and Erwin Schrodinger (two portrayals). 

Lieserl Einstein, a pre-marriage child to Einstein and his first wife, may not have survived 

childhood. Her being a scientist is itself purely fictional. One character is an alien trying to pass 

himself off as a human physicist. His actions as both a physicist and a human may give insight 

into the view of how physicists act. Eighty characters were examined to see which, if any, of a 

selection of personality traits they possessed. The personality traits are subjectively assigned to 

the characters based upon their actions and statements about and by them. The personality traits 

are not meant to be an official psychological assessment and are based solely upon their fitting 

into the concept of that trait. 
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Table 1: The Characters and Their Personality Traits 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 
 

23 out of 80, or 28.8%, of the characters were obsessive. Some obsessive behavior 

revolves around characters' work. Marie and Pierre Curie become obsessed with their work, 

despite signs of illness. Gloria Lamerino is hired as a police consultant on murder cases and gets 

too involved. Some characters are obsessed with people. Dick Solomon is romantically obsessed 

with anthropology professor Mary Albright and is jealously obsessed with fellow physics 

professor Vincent Strudwick, who wrote a popular physics book. Revenge is another obsession. 

Lieserl Einstein is bitterly obsessed with vengeance on the father who abandoned her by 



outdoing him in physics. Her obsession results in losing her husband and son in the Holocaust 

due to her refusal to flee. 

15 out of 80, or 18.8%, of the characters had major mental health problems. While some 

characters are stated as possessing major mental problems, others are labeled due to their 

behavior. One note is that sanity is usually judged relative to others in the same society (what is 

insane to us might not be insane in another society). Dick Solomon's behavior seems normal 

when compared to others from his world. Members of his family/crew and visitors, such as The 

Big Giant Head, exhibit similar behavior. He behaves outside the norm for humanity. Such 

actions as his obsession with Mary Albright, outrageous requests for office assistant Nina, his 

treatment of students, and misunderstandings of human society often leave most people 

bewildered or angry at his behavior. Alice Coombs's obsession with the black hole-like being 

Lack leads her to become mentally unbalanced as she becomes distraught over Lack not letting 

her pass in. Elsa Mitwisser is bedridden and prone to outburst of violence and only seems lucid 

part of the time. However, she seems to know more about what is going on with the family than 

anyone and eventually regains control due to a family crisis. Some characters see no problem 

with harming others to get what they want, including murder. Arnold Dexter, Don Chambers, Dr. 

Lozardo, Hans Reinhardt, Professor Weston, and Victor Von Doom all see others as less 

important than their goal. Hans Reinhardt transforms his former crew into cyborg-like beings, 

horrifying the crew encountering him near a black hole. 6 out of 80, or 7.5%, of the characters 

were withdrawn. Some characters are withdrawn due to their focus on their work. Alice Coombs 

and Marie Curie become isolated due to intense focus on their work. Marie Curie even states that 

she has no time for friends. Carl Axelrod, Dmitri Sherbatov, and Mark Perdue might be 

described as loners, having little interaction with others. 

58 out of 80, or 72.5%, of the characters were brave. Bravery is the most common trait 

recorded for the characters. It is important to note that many characters are thrust into situations 

where being brave means survival. Many works involve situations where characters had to travel 

to dangerous or unfamiliar areas, help solve murders, or brave dangerous situations. Traveling to 

the unknown was a common theme. Ponter Boddit, Adikor Huld, and Louise Benoit travel 

between Neanderthal and Homo sapiens worlds. Abdul al-Naguib and Dex Trumball explore 

Mars. Saving Earth is another common theme. Alexi Dubov, Chris Richardson, Clayton 

Forrester, Conrad Zimsky, John Renfrew, Josh Keyes, Josh Sterm, Serge Leveque, and Tatiana 

Donskaya all battle for Earth's survival. 8 out of 80, or 10.0%, of the characters were timid. The 

characters in this category tend to be shy, not very interactive, or non-confrontational. While it 

may seem odd that characters can be both brave and timid, Dex Trumball is both. He seems the 

epitome of not being timid, except when it comes to dealing with his overbearing father, to 

whom he eventually stands up. While Reed Richards is generally brave, he seems more timid 

around his ex. 16 out of 80, or 20.0%, of the characters were socially inept. The characters in this 

category tend not to interact well with others. Socially inept does not always cross with timid or 

withdrawn. Several characters are socially inept due to being in unfamiliar surroundings. Dick 

Solomon, Dr. Lozardo, and Ponter Boddit are not from the world in which they find themselves. 

Dick Solomon and Dr. Lozardo are aliens in human form. Much of their social ineptitude is due 

to not understanding humans. Ponter Boddit, a Neanderthal inappropriately sniffs rape evidence 

and castrates the rapist (the punishment on his own world). Some characters are socially inept 

mainly around the opposite sex, such as Michael Merriman, Steve Mills, and Stuart Conway. 

Others see no problem with using people, including Don Chambers and Victor Von Doom. 

14 out of 120, or 17.5%, of the characters were too career-focused. These characters are 

so focused on their career; they lose sight of family, friends, or even others' or their own lives. 



Horst Wittkowski puts his career above his son. Marie and Pierre Curie get sick due to their 

radiation research. Dmitri Sherbatov is obsessed with creating gold, leading him into Soviet and 

Israeli political intrigue and putting his son at risk. 26 out of 80, or 32.5%, of the characters were 

out of touch. Some characters are in their own world, unaware of events and people around them 

or do inappropriate things. Some characters seem oblivious to their situation. J Robert 

Oppenheimer, working at a top-secret research facility, sneaks to make calls and visits to his 

mistress, clearly out-of-touch given his location. Others are out of touch in regards to other 

people. Alex Durant does not see Hans Reinhardt is unhinged until he unmasks what he believed 

to be a robot to see a human face. Neanderthal Adikor Huld does not at first notice that the Homo 

sapiens woman interested in his man-mate does not want to conform to his world's customs 

regarding when to spend time with the opposite sex. 

22 out of 80, or 27.5%, of the characters were arrogant. Some characters at times act as if 

they are better than others. To say that Dick Solomon is arrogant is an understatement. His own 

needs are paramount, he belittles students for not grasping his lessons, treats office assistant Nina 

as chattel, and lords over his family/crew his position as high commander. Isaac Lakin believes 

the noise within an experiment is simply an error and will not accept it can be anything else. He 

creates problems for the team lead professor's promotion and a graduate student's future. Erwin 

Schrodinger (1) escapes Austria for Ireland, taking along his mistress, his wife, and takes up 

another mistress while there. 29 out of 80, or 36.3%, of the characters were stubborn. Some 

characters are determined to have things their way and do not want to yield to others' wishes or 

desires, while some stand in opposition to tradition. Marie Curie fights traditional gender roles. 

Others stick stubbornly to investigate wrongdoings, including Gloria Lamerino, Rachel Ravid, 

and Hillsdale Landover. Appearance and age could not be easily explored. Many works did not 

give a character's age, while some characters aged throughout the work. Lieserl Einstein goes 

from young child to an older woman. Appearance is similarly hard to grasp. Many works do not 

give adequate character appearance descriptions. While a film gives you an idea of age and 

appearance, one could judge the character by the appearance of the actor, such as Marie and 

Pierre Curie by the actors Greer Garson and Walter Pidgeon, respectively. 

Women made up 16 (20%) of the characters examined, while males made up 64 (80%). 

How do woman physicists examined compare to their male counterparts? In general, they tend to 

possess fewer negative traits. Here is a gender comparison of personality traits: 

 
Table 2: Comparison of Male and Female Physicists 

 
 



Examining personality traits with a difference greater than 10% between females and 

males, male characters had a much larger percentage of socially inept, timid, and arrogant 

characters while a much higher percentage of female characters were withdrawn, obsessive, and 

brave. Interestingly, male and female characters had the same percentage with mental health 

problems. Dr. Lozardo's high-speed experiments point to his bravery, which result in passing 

through another dimension and being possessed by Lord John Whorfin. After a later observation 

of Buckaroo Bonzai doing similar experiments, he becomes re-obsessed with power. His 

personality traits: obsessive, mental health problems, brave, socially inept, out of touch, arrogant, 

and stubborn. Professor Weston kidnapped a young boy, intending him as a sacrifice to beings 

on another planet. Instead, he ends up taking his cohort's acquaintance. While brave, he is 

foolishly so. His Personality traits: mental health problems, brave, socially inept, out of touch, 

arrogant, and stubborn. Victor Von Doom, while arrogant, seems rather normal at first. His 

behavior becomes erratic after a space accident results in the crew gaining various powers. His 

personality traits: obsessive, mental health problems, brave, socially inept, too career focused, 

out of touch, arrogant, and stubborn. Erwin Schrodinger (2) was the only character exhibiting 

none of the personality traits. He goes to a sanatorium to have a tryst with his lover and gets 

involved with the strange people staying there. Others have found a mixture of roles for 

scientists. One writer found that scientists seem to fall either into the Frankenstein or the savior 

role (Hirsch 1958, 510). Many of the scientists examined in the works above appeared to have a 

savior role or were the bad guy in the work. Another found the atomic scientist to be portrayed as 

the most important role in society or a messiah figure (see Hendershot 32-4). In another article it 

is stated that scientists in science fiction or whodunits were not serious portrayals of scientists, 

but merely moved along the plot (see Glass 288). In most of the works examined, this was true as 

many of the characters spent little time doing scientific work. Another author found an isolated 

scientist to be the norm (see Garnett and Ellis 71), which was true for many of the scientists 

examined, using the withdrawn characteristic as an example of this trait. Horror films from 1931 

to 1960 portrayed mostly scientists as essentially evil and about a quarter of scientists were at 

fault for disasters (see Sandison and Dingley 35). While most of the scientists examined were not 

evil, Victor Von Doom and Hans Reinhardt were examples of this. It is also found that women 

scientists do not conform to stereotypes unless they compromise their femininity for science and 

have a feminist right to assertiveness, perhaps even possessiveness, and have a romantic demand 

to extend boundaries by including emotional or spiritual elements within the practice of science. 

Some women scientists are portrayed as subservient to men (Sandison and Dingley 46-7). This 

seems to be true for the works examined to a degree, especially in portrayals of women scientists 

before the 1980s. Women scientists examined from earlier periods, such as Marie Curie, were 

seen as inferior to men in the work and others see them as doing what is deemed as men's work. 

The women scientists from later time periods, which included most of the women examined, 

tended to be generally on a more equal footing with their male counterparts, with some examples 

of tension with male colleagues. 

Several works addressed the characters examined above. One work saw Marie Curie, in 

the movie Madame Curie, portrayed as a wife and mother, then a beautiful woman, then a 

dedicated scientist (see Sandison and Dingley 46). This point I would disagree with since the 

movie clearly showed Curie's main goal to be studying and pursuing science. D.H. Dowling saw 

Dr. Strangelove as having Freudian obsessions, evolutionary aspirations, but also an 

"understanding of the intricate power balance between politician, soldier, and scientist" (145). 

Indeed, Dr. Strangelove seemed to understand, despite his many flaws, the implications of the 

occurrences in the movie better than others. The scientists in Timescape were seen as doing 



important things (see Garnett and Ellis 67). Indeed, the scientists of 1998 were working on 

sending a message to the past to warn them that Earth's bleak environmental future. Gordon 

Bernstein from 1963 believes deciphering the message being sent is more important than almost 

anything, neglecting his dying mother in pursuing his goal, which ends up saving humanity's 

future. The character of Professor Barnhardt is seen by Cyndy Hendershot as being disillusioned 

about the failed scientists' movement and happy about the alien Klaatu's intervention on Earth as 

giving them new political power (35). Indeed, the film's scientists are portrayed as less fearful of 

Klaatu's ship and the US-American government is seen as paranoid and mistrustful of the 

unknown. 

The physicists in the texts examined were portrayed generally in a positive light. None of 

the negative traits were possessed by more than half of the characters. Although women 

scientists were few in number in the works examined, they generally fared better than men, 

possessing fewer negative personality traits. While bravery was by far the most common 

personality trait in both genders, many of the works' plot lines had situations which required the 

scientists to be brave in order to survive. Other works found physicists portrayed in a variety of 

ways, including as messiah figures, the most important figure in society, evil, and the cause of 

disasters. While many of the scientists examined fit into these categories, many fit more into the 

mold of being like other characters with their own strengths and weaknesses. 
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