Michael Riordan

A Brief Biography

Michael Riordan is a physicist and historian of physics and technology. He has served as Adjunct Professor of Physics at University of California, Santa Cruz, and as Lecturer in the Department of History at Stanford University. He earned his Ph.D. in physics in 1973 from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where he worked as a graduate student and postdoctoral researcher on the team credited with the discovery of quarks. After that, he pursued research in experimental high-energy physics at the University of Rochester and Stanford Linear Accelerator Center in the 1980s, before taking up the history of physics and technology during the 1990s.

Riordan is author of The Hunting of the Quark (Simon & Schuster, 1987), for which he won the 1988 Science Writing Prize of the American Institute of Physics, and coauthor with Lillian Hoddeson of Crystal Fire: The Birth of the Information Age (W. W. Norton, 1997). For this definitive history of the invention and development of the transistor, they were awarded the inaugural Sally Hacker Prize of the Society for History of Technology in 1999. He also coauthored The Solar Home Book: Heating, Cooling and Designing with the Sun (Brick House, 1977), and The Shadows of Creation: Dark Matter and the Structure of the Universe (W. H. Freeman, 1991) — the latter with David N. Schramm of the University of Chicago. In addition, he was an editor of The Rise of the Standard Model: Particle Physics in the 1960s and 1970s (Cambridge, 1997).

Riordan has published articles, essays and reviews in The New York Times, The Los Angeles Times, Washington Post, San Francisco Chronicle, San Diego Union, Newark Star-Ledger and Seattle Times, as well as in American Scientist, Harvard Business Review, New Scientist, Physics World, Science, Scientific American, and Technology Review. He has also published articles about the history of semiconductor technology in Physics Today, IEEE Spectrum, Interface, and Reviews of Modern Physics.
A Fellow of the American Physical Society, Riordan served as a member of its General Council, the APS governing body, on the APS Panel on Public Affairs, and as the Chair of its Forum on the History of Physics. He taught undergraduate courses at UC Santa Cruz and Stanford University on the history of twentieth century physics, and led a group of scholars who wrote Tunnel Visions, a book about the history of the Superconducting Super Collider published by University of Chicago Press in 2015. In connection with research for this book, he was awarded a John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Fellowship in 1999.

In recognition of his achievements in communicating modern physics and its relationship to the wider culture, Riordan received the Andrew W. Gemant Award in 2002 from the American Institute of Physics, its most prestigious prize.

