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At the moment my daytime job is presenting a televi-
sion programme in which | play an eccentric scientist—a
mix of Stan Laurel and Einstein. | have a PhD in nuclear
physics and trained as a clown, giving me an authentici-
ty seldom seen on television. For the show | meetlots of
fellow scientists and find real pleasure in talking to them.
Given a choice between meeting Sophie Marceau ora
CNRS research physicist, I'd choose the latter without
hesitation, even though the formerwould possibly help
me with my acting career —but what's a career compa-
red to understanding the cosmos?

Well, what's troubling me at the moment is the fact that
apparently, despite appearances, there’s almost no-
thing in the universe. For example, when you see a pic-
ture ofthe solar system in an astronomy book, the image
is all squashed up so you can fit it onto the page. Rea-
lity is far different. If the sun is a football, then the earth
would be the size of a peanut three kilometres away (I
haven't checked this, so don't quote me). The next pla-
netwould be situated at Orléans, assuming the football
was placed in front of Montparnasse station, and assu-
ming nobody kicked it first. The next planet would be
swimming in the clear blue sea off the Maldives and so
on. A few bits of stuff fly around in between but, on the
whole, there’s nothing out there, just empty space.

The eternal silence of this infinite empty space terrifies
me but, as with Pascal, it gets you published.

Made dizzy by the thought of these vast expanses of
nothing, | turn my thoughts to smaller things. After all,
you can express a universal truth by talking about the
stars in the sky or the flowers in your garden.

However, what | read quite innocently on a crowded
train the other morning has put me in a quandary. Ap-
parently, if an atom were the size of a cathedral, then
the nucleus would be the size of a fly, and, what's asto-
nishing and quite disturbing, 0% of the (visible) mass
of the universe is contained in these fly-sized nuclei. As
if the cathedral weighed nothing, it was that little fly
buzzing around that tipped the scales. There’s a limit to
metaphors, butyou get the point.

Sothe atom thatyou see innocently drawn in text books
—anice fatnucleus with little electrons flying around - is
as misleading as the drawing of the big cosy sun, acting
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asasortof motherly hearth to her dearlittle planet child-
ren. An atom is mostly empty space. Solids are, like the
universe, largely empty.

Soifwe're surrounded by and made up of empty space,
then why does my life seem so cluttered up with ob-
jects? [ forgot to mention that I'm moving house which
is now quite futile, since I'm just trying to move a bulky
empty space that weighs a ton through a largely empty
space to another empty space.

Why not just dump everything, put my essential belon-
gingsin arucksack and walk away asfree as an elementary
particle? Because my rubbish though consisting of empty
space is full of memories, which are the time part of rub-
bish. Notonlydo “lexist” inspace but "l also existintime”,
and this is where Einstein comes along to further compli-
cate the Stan Laurel dilemma ofnoteven being able to get
through a doorwithout insurmountable problems.

My removal should be looked on as a displacement in
four-dimensional space-time and I'm not just shifting
mass, but shifting from one place to another the slight
curvature of space-time caused by the heavy part of
matter, or the flies in the cathedral if you prefer.

So halfway through an amusing explanation of Fou-
cault’s pendulum for this television programme the
other day, | found myself smiling for three cameras,
while inwardly teetering on the edge of a vertige exis-
tentiel, which I suppose is as good a definition of a clown
as any... and also for that matter why Einstein stuck his
tongue out in that famous photograph.
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