A Beautiful Mind—Sylvia Nasar. Madness can equate with genius. It has for mathematician John Forbes Nash Jr. On the academic fast track during his twenties, Nash’s reputation as an eccentric genius flourished on the campuses of Princeton and MIT, where he hobnobbed with Albert Einstein and formulated a profound contribution to game theory. At the age of 30, he experienced a catastrophic breakdown triggered by schizophrenia. His life spiraled out of control, and his achievements became footnotes until the 1990s, when he miraculously emerged from his insanity. Subsequently, he was awarded the Nobel Prize for economics. Nasar’s biography charts Nash’s remarkable story to the present day. Originally published in hardcover in 1998. Touchstone, 1999, 459 p., b&w plates, paperback, $16.00. art 7/25/98 

Cat Breeds of the World—Desmond Morris. If you happen to be curious about the origins of the Persian cat—there are nine varieties—this encyclopedia of 100 domestic breeds of cats will answer your questions about cat origins and history, as well as associated myths. Each entry defines a pedigree by virtue of breeding, personality, and colors and patterns. Color photos accompany most entries, which cover several cats just emerging as recognized breeds. Viking, 1999, 256 p., color photos, hardcover, $25.95. 

Context Is Everything: The Nature of Memory—Susan Engel. As demonstrated in high-profile courtroom cases in recent years, what people recall can vary dramatically according to context. Whether with intent, as a coping mechanism, or as a way of preserving respectability, all of us subconsciously manipulate our memories. Engel surveys the burgeoning field of memory research in order to assess the individual roles of place, company, purpose, and situation in recall. In her effort, she distinguishes the ways in which we define memory for each other. WH Freeman, 1999, 188 p., hardcover, $23.95. 

First You Build a Cloud: And Other Reflections on Physics as a Way of Life—K.C. Cole. With a focus on the “old stuff,” as she calls it, Cole examines the fundamental properties of the physical world and how they infiltrate culture, language, and our overall worldview. Convinced that philosophy and science are inseparable pursuits, Cole sets about bringing the highest orders of physics to the masses. With the boldness to ask even the most simplistic questions, she imparts an understanding of relativity, quantum mechanics, resonance, and more. Frequent references to the words of this century’s foremost physicists aid Cole in rendering these issues from their viewpoint. First You Build a Cloud is a revised and expanded version of an earlier text titled Sympathetic Vibrations. HarBrace, 1999, 231 p., b&w photos/illus., paperback, $13.00. 

The Hidden Forest: The Biography of an Ecosystem—Jon R. Luoma. It is hard to imagine, but deep in the heart of Oregon lie 16,000 acres of primal forest where virtually every living, and many dead, things have been tagged and excruciatingly detailed for the past 30 years. In the Andrews Experimental Forest, hundreds of scientists in a multitude of disciplines thus seek to define the biodiversity and working elements of the ecosystem. Originally developed as a research lab for the logging industry, the forest has become a tool for squelching destructive logging efforts, as researchers come to understand the importance of the various components of an aged forest ecosystem. Luoma reports on an array of scientific endeavors at Andrews and how these efforts are leading to a new kind of sustainable forestry. H Holt & Co, 1999, 228 p., hardcover, $25.00.

In a Desert Garden: Love and Death Among the Insects—John Alcock. Transplanted to arid Tempe, Arizona, Alcock replaced his conventional yard with a xeri-scaped landscape and installed a compost heap, a vegetable garden, and assorted cacti, which invited a parade of insects to take up residence. Alcock displays a biologist’s obsession with the small ecosystem outside his house and the habits of its earwigs, whiteflies, and twig caterpillars. He ably turns a seemingly uneventful habitat into an engaging realm. Originally published in hardcover in 1997. U AZ Pr, 1999, 186 p., illus., paperback, $17.95.

Travels to the Nanoworld: Miniature Machinery in Nature and Technology—Michael Gross. Imagine structures with lengths registered in billionths of a meter, so small as to be invisible even with a microscope. Muscles are naturally powered by nanomachines consisting of the proteins actin and myosin. Equally small chromosomes precisely render genetic identity. Gross reveals how nature has mastered such reductionism many times over and how scientists hope to match it. Synthetic macromolecules that function as well as their natural counterparts, better nuclear particle accelerators, microsized reactors for synthesizing chemicals, and improved pharmaceuticals are examples. Plenum, 1999, 254 p., b&w illus., hardcover, $25.95. 

Why We Age: What Science Is Discovering about the Body’s Journey through Life—Steven N. Austad. Zoologist Austad focuses here on the evolutionary reasons for aging and death, but he also goes a long way toward explaining the aging process. In revealing strides by physicians and biologists in longevity research, Austad explains why the life span of a U.S. citizen has increased by 35 percent in the last 100 years, how animals age, and other puzzles. Meanwhile, he criticizes some new claims of extending life. Originally published in hardcover in 1997. Wiley 1999, 244 p., paperback, $16.95.

