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It is not usual to publish in Photosynthetica reviews on 
tiny booklets. Nevertheless, this one presents an 
interesting summary of life and work of one of the 
greatest photosynthesis scientists of the 20th century and I 
would like to pay in this way a tribute to him. Another 
reason is that for almost a quarter of century Dr. French 
served on the Editorial Board of Photosynthetica. 

Both authors of the reviewed booklet worked with 
Stacy French, the first one for a shorter time but the 
second one was staff member of the Department for many 
years, and both studied also some topics of the main 
interest of Dr. French. At least three discoveries of C.S. 
French will never be forgotten: of excitation energy 
transfer from phycobilins to chlorophyll a, of diverse 
spectral forms of chlorophyll-protein complexes, their 
analysis, and their functions, and of photosystems in 
various types of algae. Certainly, algae and photosyn-
thetic bacteria were his favourite experimental objects. 
Dr. French was a master at projecting and building 
ingenious experimental devices, which were mostly hand-
made and did use mechanical principles typical of that 
époque. I hope that even at present every researcher of 
photosynthesis has ever met “French Press” and knows 
that this name does not mean some printers’ press 
produced in France. The “gadgets” of French were well 
known among photosynthesis researchers and they were 
really phantastic, e.g. the large derivative spectrophoto-
meter. I learned only in this memoir that French proposed 
the name “Hill reaction” for the well known photosyn-
thetic effect. In connection with the recent boom of  
 

photosynthesis research in China it should be mentioned 
here that the first paper of C.S. French (with P.S. Tang) 
was published in the “Chinese Journal of Physiology”. 
For some time French taught at universities. But for a 
long period (1947−1973) he was a director of the 
Department of Plant Biology of the Carnegie Institution 
of Washington in Palo Alto (California). A list of 85 
scientists who ever worked in this laboratory (among 
them many top scientists) clearly shows also this kind of 
contribution of French to the development of photosyn-
thesis. And I must stress that he was a very kind, gene-
rous, pleasant, and open-minded man, which is confirmed 
also by the published recollections of some of his re-
search fellows. The Palo Alto place was in his times the 
most free, friendly, and stimulating research laboratory I 
can imagine. I shall also never forget the three sunny days 
I spent in his house. 

Reading the text of this booklet is easy and stimulat-
ing, the explanations are clearly put, there are also some 
interesting basic facts of life of Dr. French. An attached 
selected bibliography shows where to find information on 
his main endeavours. 

The booklet is volume No. 88 of the series 
“Biographical Memoirs” published by the National 
Academy of Sciences in Washington, D.C. and is avail-
able to anyone on internet (http://books.nap.edu/html/ 
biomems/cfrench.pdf). I believe that the next prepared 
volume on W.A. Arnold will also bring interesting 
information to everyone interested in history of photosyn-
thesis research.  

 


