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Thomas Young elucidated the opti cs of the eye, the wave theory of light, the laws of elasti city, the 
nature of Egypti an hieroglyphic writi ng, and Lord knows how many other subjects. It is wonderful 
to have such an elegant biography of this remarkable man.

Philip W. Anderson, Nobel laureate in Physics

In his modest introducti on to this fascinati ng story, Andrew Robinson suggests that it is impossible 
for one person to write a comprehensive biography of this extraordinary man. He adds that his 
aim is simply to introduce Young to those who are unfamiliar with him. Robinson has achieved 
this object brilliantly in The Last Man Who Knew Everything, off ering a wonderful testi mony to 
the heights and vagaries of human achievement.

David Weatherall, Regius Professor of Medicine, University of Oxford

No one has given the polymath Thomas Young (1773-1829) the all-round examina� on he so richly 
deserves—un� l now. Celebrated biographer Andrew Robinson portrays a man who solved mystery 
a� er mystery in the face of ridicule and rejec� on, and never sought fame.

As a physicist, Young challenged the theories of Isaac Newton and proved that light is a wave. As 
a physician, he showed how the eye focuses and proposed the three-colour theory of vision, only 
confi rmed a century and a half later. As an Egyptologist, he made crucial contribu� ons to deciphering 
the Rose� a Stone. It is hard to grasp how much Young knew.

This biography is the fascina� ng story of a driven yet modest hero who cared less about what others 
thought of him than for the joys of an unbridled pursuit of knowledge − with a new foreword by 
Mar� n Rees and a new postscript discussing polymathy in the two centuries since the � me of Young. 
It returns this neglected genius to his proper posi� on in the pantheon of great scien� fi c thinkers.

As with all Open Book publica� ons, this en� re book is available to download for free on the publisher’s 
website. Printed and digital edi� ons, together with supplementary digital material, can also be found 
at h� p://www.openbookpublishers.com.

ANDREW ROBINSON

Cover Image: Portrait of Thomas Young by Sir Thomas Lawrence, 1820s (copy by Henry Perronet Briggs in the 
Royal Society, London), courtesy of The Bridgeman Art Library, h� ps://www.bridgemanimages.com/en/briggs/
sir-thomas-young-md-frs/nomedium/asset/5571. Cover Design: Jeevanjot Kaur Nagpal.
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The first edition of The Last Man Who Knew Everything was published in 2006 by Pi Press in 
the United States and Oneworld Publications in the United Kingdom.
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Postscript:  
Polymathy Then—and Now?

Although we are never likely to encounter a person with the intellectual breadth 
of Thomas Young again, his life and work still have implications for us today. 
The view that it is impossible for one man to combine competent clinical practice 
with serious scientific research, so eloquently expressed in the mid-seventeenth 
century by Thomas Sydenham, continues to haunt our teaching hospitals. Given 
the increasing rigidity of medical education imposed by its controlling bodies 
and by government, one despairs for the future of those talented few who are able 
to combine clinical practice with serious scientific research or equally creative 
activities.

David Weatherall, physician and researcher, Regius Professor 
of Medicine at the University of Oxford, reviewing The Last 

Man Who Knew Everything in The Lancet, 2007 [453]

In 2007—soon after this book was first published—the Thomas Young 
Centre was founded by three leading colleges in London: Imperial 
College, King’s College and University College. They were subsequently 
joined by Queen Mary University and the National Physical Laboratory, 
also in London. Their joint goal was to form an interdisciplinary alliance 
of leading London researchers to address the challenges of society 
and industry through the theory and simulation of both materials 
and molecules. Today, the centre consists of around one hundred 
research groups within academic departments including Physics, 
Materials, Chemistry, Earth Sciences, Biology and several branches of 
Engineering—located not in a separate building of its own but instead in 
the laboratories and conference spaces belonging to these collaborating 
institutions.

One of the centre’s four co-founders, Michael Finnis, who joined 
Imperial College in 2006, where he is now a professor working in the 
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departments of Physics and of Materials, suggested the name of the 
new centre. In 2023—the 250th anniversary of Young’s birth—Finnis 
explained to me how his proposal came about. First, he consulted 
two senior colleagues interested in the idea of such a centre. They put 
forward at least two possible suggestions for names based on eminent 
British scientists who had been awarded Nobel prizes for physics in the 
early twentieth century: the ‘Rayleigh Centre’, after the mathematician 
and physicist Lord Rayleigh (who, as we know, greatly admired Young’s 
Royal Institution lectures), and the ‘Thomson Centre’, after the physicist 
J. J. Thomson—the discoverer of the electron. However, Finnis thought 
that these two names might be less appealing to materials scientists and 
engineers than to physicists. Then, one morning in 2006, while browsing 
his copy of Physics World—the monthly magazine of the UK’s Institute 
of Physics—he happened to read an extensive article, ‘Thomas Young: 
physicist, physician and polymath’[454], written by me around the time 
of the appearance of this biography. ‘I immediately thought this is it! 
The Thomas Young Centre it would be’, said Finnis. He then explained:

My thought, which was accepted by colleagues without any quibbles, 
was that our Centre would be interdisciplinary, involving chemists, 
engineers, physicists and materials scientists. And all of them would 
have learned at some time about one or more of Young’s achievements: 
Young’s modulus for materials scientists and engineers, Young’s slits for 
physicists, the Young-Dupré equation [formulated by the mathematician 
and physicist Athanese Dupré long after Young’s death] for physical 
chemists. These are not compartments that are helpful in research, and 
Thomas Young seemed to represent the epitome of interdisciplinary 
thinking.[455]

This was undoubtedly an appropriate tribute to a great British scientist. 
But we must also note that the Thomas Young Centre appears to be 
the only organisation in the world named after Young (although the 
Institute of Physics does award a Thomas Young medal and prize, first 
given in 1963 to the co-inventors of the laser). Polymathy tends to suffer 
when set against specialisation and genius. Universities and professions 
are chiefly organised for the benefit of specialists, not polymaths. 
Moreover, in addition to greater funding, specialists typically receive 
more recognition than polymaths, as evidenced by the Nobel prizes’ 
emphasis on domain-specific advances; very few Nobel laureates in 


