
IN an earlier installment of Museum Notes I described 
the various busts and reliefs of famous scientists and 
philosophers acquired over the years by the Oesper 
Collections (1). More recently we have made a signifi-
cant addition to this collection in the form of a bust of 
the Greek philosopher Epicurus (figure 1). The author 
has searched for such a bust for almost three decades 
and even asked a former graduate student in chemistry 
from Greece to look for one when he returned home 
for the summer, but with no success until quite re-
cently, when they suddenly became available on the 
internet. Our example measures 6.5” x 12” and is 
unique in that it is not cast in either plaster or bronze 
but is rather made of a nylon-based polymer and was 
produced using a 3D printer. 
	
 It is the work of a modern-day artist but is appar-
ently based on the bronze bust of Epicurus recovered 

from the Villa of Papyri at Herculaneum in the 18th 
century (figure 2). This bronze bust was of great his-
torical importance since the name of Epicurus was   
engraved on its pedestal thus allowing the proper iden-
tification of at least a dozen large unlabeled marble 
busts found in various museums throughout Europe as 
also being that of Epicurus.	
 	

	
 Though most histories of science make mention of 
the atomic theories of the Greek philosophers Leucip-
pus (5th century BC) and Democritus (c. 460-370 BC), 
in fact very little is known about either and it is actu-
ally the later version favored by Epicurus that domi-
nates our present-day understanding of ancient Greek 
atomism, as may be verified by consulting the classic 
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Figure 1.  Our recently acquired bust of Epicurus 
(341-270 BC)

Figure 2.  A 19th-century engraving of the bronze bust of 
Epicurus found at Herculaneum in the 18th century. Note his 
name on the pedestal.



study by Cyril Bailey (2). Even in the case of Epicurus, 
much of what we know about his version of the atomic 
theory comes, not so much from his own surviving 
writings, but from the epic poem, On the Nature of 
Things, composed by his Roman disciple, Titus Lucre-
tius Carus (figure 3), sometime around 60 BC. As a   
result, many popular accounts of early atomism men-
tion Lucretius while totally ignoring Epicurus (3), even 
though Lucretius intended his poem to be a faithful 
rendition of the ideas of Epicurus rather than an expo-
sition of his own philosophical ideas (4).
	
 The author, in his own writings on the history of 
chemistry, has attempted to emphasize the central role 
of Epicurus to both ancient atomism and to the Euro-
pean revival of atomism in the 17th century (5). More 

recently he has called attention to the importance of 
Epicurean atomism, via the writings of Lucretius and 
Walter Charleton, to the atomic theory developed by 
Sir Isaac Newton (6). However, unlike Lucretius, New-
ton was willing to modify the ideas of Epicurus in 
keeping with his own theory of dynamic forces. Thus, 
while Epicurean atoms came in a wide variety of 
shapes and interacted via mechanic entanglement, 
Newton’s atoms interacted via short-range interatomic 
forces – a view which fostered the notion that all atoms 
were, like the planets, spherical in shape. 	
  !
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Figure 3.  A 19th-century drawing of a Roman finger ring 
thought to depict the Roman poet and Epicurean, Titus Lu-
cretius Carus (c. 99-55 BC).


