
The Chr ologist
To explain his new theory of time, a physicist turns to pop culture.

Sean Carroll's office at Caltech is a
jumble of brainy flotsam. There are
books with titles like Differential
Forms in Algebraic Topology; five
empty champagne bottle ,one for each
ofhis students who's earned a PhD:and
a NASA-approved blow up be ch ball
ofthe universe. And on the phy ici t's
computer screen is agrap ofthe narn -
tive progression ofth time-ben ing
movieMemento. " etnento a sthis
combination of flashbacks ar d reverse
chronology," te says ex tedly. "The
later scene are playe reverse chro-
nology, the earlier cenes are played
in or inary chro ology, and they meet
up." fJ In Jan ary, Carroll will release
his own p take on the complexities
of tim with his much-anticipated
deb book, From Eternity to Here:
TJ Quest for the Ultimate Theory of
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Tim .Armchair Einsteins will geek out
on is auda ious thesis. Heargues that
our perce tion of time is informed by
entropy thelevelofdi orderina ys-
tem- nd that the movement from
low a high entropy as the universe

ands establishes the direction

in which time flows. Furthermore, he posits that our cosmos may be a rela-
tive!yyoung member ofa large family and that in some ofour sibling universes
time runs in the opposite direction. Some others, he argues, don't experi-
ence time at all; once a universe cools off and reaches maximum entropy,
there is no past or present. '1Abstract enough for you? That's where Car-
roll's common touch comes in. His writing is accessible and peppered with
cultural references-quotes from Dumb and Dumber and Slaughterhouse-
Five, for instance. But don't be fooled by his mass-market approach: Carroll
isn't afraid to wade into topics that have befuddled even name-brand physi-
cists. Though we may deal daily with time's quotidian realities-deadlines
and bus schedules and aging-most of us have trouble thinking about how
it might exist outside our own experience of it. "We're so used to the arrow
oftime that it's hard to conceptualize time without the arrow," he writes.
"We are led, unprotesting, to temporal chauvinism." -AMY WALLACE

PHOTOGRAPH BY Sian Kennedy


