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sues of Galaxy magazine. “Who was Willy Ley?” I
always found myself wondering.

Buss’s second argument concerns Ley’s shift‐
ing identity as a writer. As he notes in the introduc‐
tion to the text, there is a surprising lack of current
literature about the people who shaped the public
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Braun. By the time that Ley made it “big,” he had
spent twenty years networking among public rela‐
tions and publishing teams. He achieved success
because of his hard, tireless work convincing his
peers of his expertise as a science communicator.
Buss’s third argument focuses on Ley’s contri‐
bution to a genre of science popularization in the
1950s and 1960s: books that promoted science as a
form of democratic expression. As Buss points out,
although this historiographical outlook makes his‐
torians cringe, many science writers wrote books
that intertwined scientific research and democrat‐
ic principles. At the same time, Buss tracks how
popular science writers like Ley eagerly wrote
about the history of science—until their optimistic
texts eventually fell out of favor with the general
public and historians of science.
So, who was Ley? He wasn’t a scientist or an
engineer (per se) but a starry-eyed romantic who
helped a generation of baby boomers dream about
the stars. Ley was one of a group of movers and
shakers who, behind the scenes, created the visual
metaphors of the Space Age. I am grateful that
Buss has written such a complete, detailed biogra‐
phy. His nuanced perspective on Ley’s role in the
larger science communication scene helps us un‐
derstand how non-scientists served important
roles as communicators in the 1950s and 1960s.
Ley’s lack of scientific credentials might have ini‐
tially slowed him down but did not stop him from
eventually publishing hundreds of influential arti‐
cles that inspired other writers and scientists. For
proof of that influence, visit a used bookshop and
pick up one of his many excellent books, still won‐
derful to read decades later.
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