
Writing the 'In-between' 

Physicist and author Robert Scherrer walks the line between science fact and science fiction 

 

by Anna Hershberger 

Walking down the quiet, dimly lit corridors of Stevenson Center in search of the Department of 

Physics and Astronomy can feel like creeping through a darkened laboratory building in a classic 

sci-fi thriller. 

But instead of finding an other-worldly specter when turning the knob of the door marked 

SC6301, one is greeted by the familiar sounds of a normally busy office during summer break: 

murmured conversations about vacations, research projects, and plans for the start of classes in 

the fall. 

Would you be surprised to find an award-winning science fiction writer here? Maybe not if this 

were the English department. And not if you know Robert Scherrer. 

Scherrer is seated in his office, looking relaxed despite the stacks of papers atop his desk. 

Shelves heavy with books line the walls. With a warm smile he motions to a waiting chair. 

Scherrer arrived at Vanderbilt in 2003 following 15 years as a professor at Ohio State University, 

where he received the Alumni Award for Distinguished Teaching. He is now chair of 

Vanderbilt‟s Department of Physics and Astronomy and this year‟s recipient of the American 

Association of Physics Teachers‟ Klopsteg Memorial Award. 

In addition to his academic work, Scherrer has branched into writing science fiction. With stories 

published in Paradox and Analog magazines, he says that science fiction offers an easier way to 

absorb the complexities of the unknown universe. 

For example, Scherrer‟s short story “Copernican Principle” focuses on a physics professor who 

is teaching his class about an important mid-20th-century theory. A determined student questions 

the professor to the point that the professor, himself, delves too deeply into what makes sense 

and what doesn‟t. The story illuminates the confusion that surrounds complex scientific theories. 

“Nobody knows where ideas come from,” Scherrer laughed. “I mean, this is the $64 million 

question. You‟re sitting and reading something and you think, „Well that would make an 

interesting story.‟” 

Although Scherrer grew up reading science fiction classics from authors such as Arthur C. Clark 

and Isaac Asimov, those works were not responsible for his passion for physics and the unknown 

– they just helped to fuel it. 

“I was really interested in science as a child. I was one of those kids that always knew he wanted 

to pursue it,” Scherrer said. “Some people read science fiction and that gets them interested in 

science, but I was the other way around.” 



Scherrer‟s enthusiasm led to him receiving this year‟s Klopsteg Memorial Award. The AAPT 

selects recipients for their “extraordinary accomplishments in communicating the excitement of 

physics to the general public.” The AAPT acknowledged Scherrer‟s lecture “Science and 

Science Fiction” as well as his short stories. 

“Science and Science Fiction” focuses on how factual science can be represented in creative 

writing and fiction. Emphasizing the idea that science doesn‟t always have to make sense within 

science fiction, Scherrer points out that there are some interesting similarities between a 

theoretical science paper and a science fiction story. The brainstorming process for either usually 

results in ideas deriving from the imagination, according to Scherrer. 

This raises an eyebrow. Where is the line drawn for what is acceptable science in science fiction, 

and how can one remain faithful to both fact and creativity? 

Scherrer has a ready answer. “The world of science fiction is classified into hard science fiction, 

which is very science-oriented, and the more literary science fiction, which tends to have better 

literary qualities but is not tied so tightly to science fact. I‟ve always preferred the hard science 

fiction,” said Scherrer. 

“You‟re trying to get to the in-between area, which is far enough away from present science to 

be interesting, but not so far away to sound kooky.” 

“Kooky” is the perfect word to describe the stereotypical world of science fiction. Dizzying time 

travel, aliens invading human cornfields or spaceships engaged in intergalactic battle are the 

usual suspects when sci-fi comes to mind. However, Scherrer‟s calm demeanor and intelligent 

eyes preclude any extreme fantasies. 

“Everyone loves time travel stories, but there is no scientific evidence for time travel. It is 

probably completely ruled out,” he said. 

Scherrer understands that the reader‟s interest level of the impossible is much higher than that of 

the probable. This is what makes for a successful science fiction story, he explained. The 

popularity of his own stories proves that Scherrer walks the fine line between science fact and 

science fiction. 

“The key is to be able to somehow write the in-between stuff. If you just write about stuff we 

know to be true, then it‟s not science fiction, it‟s just science. But if you extrapolate the crazy 

stuff, then that‟s not science fiction either.” 

Though he doesn‟t expect his writing to evolve into a full-time career, Scherrer has no shortage 

of inspiration. Whether reading to his children about the dodo bird or lecturing Vanderbilt 

students on quantum mechanics, the physicist‟s passion for discovery guarantees that there are 

many more stories to be told. 

“Strange things happen and you get weird ideas from all over the place,” he said.   
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