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Ten Buckingham Place is a two-and-one-half story frame structure. It 
was constructed around 1920. The architect is unknown. The design is 
neo-rationalism. The house and three others similar to it in the 
same subdivision are not mentioned in the Cambridge Historical 
Commission's study of Cambridge architecture (Old Cambridge, 1973). 
The house does not appear to be of architectural importance.

Percy Bridgman moved into 10 Buckingham Place in 1928. It remained his 
home until his death in 1961. The Buckingham School, a private 
elementary school, acquired the property at this time and has occupied 
it since. At the present time Bridgman's house functions as a 
residence and faculty lounge.

The,integrity of 10 Buckingham Place is whole. No significant changes 
have been made to the property since Professor Bridgman f s death in 1961
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Percy Williams Bridgman, the fifth native born American to be awarded the Nobel 
Prize in physics, was born April 21, 1882, in Cambridge, Massachusetts. While 
still a boy his family moved across the Charles to Newton where Bridgman grew 
up. In 1900 he entered Harvard where he received his entire higher education 
first in the college and later in the graduate school. Bridgman never left 
Harvard. Upon receiving his PhD in 1908, he was appointed to the physics 
faculty. In 1919 he was choosen for the chair of Hollis Professor of Mathematics 
and Natural Philosophy and 1950 he was appointed Higgens University Professor. 
He assumed the position of professor emeritus in 1954 at the age of 72.

Bridgman was noted for simplicity, directness, and the rugged individualism 
of his New England, Yankee, background. Although always primarily a 
physicist, he also wrote extensively on political and social subjects. He 
disliked dogma and affectation of any kind and was a staunch supporter of 
the virtues of common sense and pragmatism. If any idea could not be 
proven, Bridgman regarded it as meaningless. He applied this basic attitude 
to his own mortality. In 1961 upon learning that he suffered from a terminal 
cancer, Bridgman committed suicide. A note found in his pocket read, "It 
isn't decent for society to make a man do this thing himself. Probably this 
is the last day that I will be able to do it myself."

Bridgman's career involved him in three distinct but related types of 
activity. His major interest was physics. Using the methodology he had 
devised in his physics research as a guide, he also wrote extensively on 
the epistomology of science in general. Finally he was a teacher of the 
first rank.

Unlike many physicists of the period, Bridgman did not take a great interest 
in the new developments in relativity and quantum physics. He was a 
traditional physicist concerned with the study of the mechanical and 
electrical properties of matter. His major contribution to physics was as 
a pioneer in the investigation of these properties under high pressure.

In conducting his high pressure research Bridgman combined his expertise 
in physics with sophisticated mechanical ability. Beginning around 1908 
he designed and built his own apparatus for increasing pressures. He was

(CONTINUED)
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always proud of his mechanical ability and regarded his most important 
contribution to physics not to have so much the results of his research on 
new forms of solids, but rather his discovery of a method of producing 
high hydrostatic pressure without leak. In 1914 Bridgman published his 
first important paper, "The Techniques of High Pressure Experimentation." 
By the 1920's, when he had refined his equipment to the point that he could 
submit elements to pressures as high as 20,000 atmospheres, he was 
acknowledged as the leading student in the field of high pressure physics. 
Bridgman's book, The Physics of High Pressure, (1931) was for many years 
the standard work on the subject. In 1946 the Nobel committee recognized 
the importance of Bridgman f s researches and awarded him the Noble Prize. 
The citation read, "For the invention of apparatus for obtaining very 
high pressures, and for the discoveries which he made by means of this 
apparatus in the field of high pressure physics." The most spectacular 
applied result of Bridgman's techniques and research came in 1955 in the 
General Electric research labs with the creation of artificial diamonds.

In addition to his contributions to physics, Bridgman also studied the 
epistomology and methodolgy of physics. The fruit of these reflections 
was first published in 1927 in The Logic of Modern Physics and later deepened 
in The Nature of Physical Theory (1936). In these works Bridgman formulated 
his conception of "operational analysis." According to a fellow physicist, 
operational analysis means that "...the ultimate meaning of every physical 
concept is bound up with the physical and mental operations by which it 
is measured and tested." More simply, Bridgman's concept of operational 
analysis meant that no hypothesis or theory of physics had any meaning until 
its validity was proven by experimentation. Bridgman was a pure empiricist. 
In The Intelligent Individual and Society (1936) Bridgman attempted to 
apply operational analysis to sociological questions, but the effort failed 
to invoke a significant response. In his final works, Reflections of a 
Physicist (1955) and The Way Things Are (1959) Bridgman summed up his ideas 
on physics and society.

Percy Bridgman's significance in the history of science in America is that 
he was one of the countries great physicists. His contributions to the 
knowledge of high pressure physics earned him world wide reputation and 
the Nobel Prize. His concept of operational analysis is also significant.

(CONTINUED)
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As the physical sciences scored one triumph after another in unraveling 
nature's secrets, the belief arose that the methodology of the physical and 
biological sciences should be applied to all reality. Areas of knowledge 
that had traditionally belonged to the humanities or the liberal arts became 
sciences. When Bridgman attempted to apply his operational analysis concept 
to sociology, he demonstrated the extent of the inroads of the physical 
sciences into all realms of knowledge. Although not successful at the time, 
Bridgman ? s operational analysis was later adopted by social scientists. 
Today terms like "operational" and "to operationalize" are common in the 
jargon of many social sciences. The basic meaning is the same as Bridgman's. 
Any concept is valid only insofar as it can be proven or put into practice 
in an empirical situation. Bridgman is thus an illustration of the influence 
of the concepts and methodology of the physical and biological sciences in 
20th century scholarship.


