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... une montée pleine de tournants imprévus
et riche de découvertes, en vue de ce sommet
tout enveloppé en brume. . .

LANGEVIN (1933)

I. Introduction—Historical Background

Paul Langevin (1872-1946) is well-known for his exceptional work on magnet-
ism, but his impressive work on relativity’ has not been sufficiently appreciated.
One should not neglect fascinating objects when they are eclipsed by more brillant
objects!

Lorentz, Poincaré and Einstein were historically the main pioneers in special
relativity, building the theory to its culmination in 1905. Moreover, other workers
participated significantly. Nor did the story end there since theoretical and ex-
perimental work had to follow: extensions, applications, interpretations and clarifica-
tion of special relativity—here was the role of Planck, Minkowski and Langevin!
The last major contribution to special relativity? by Einstein was made in 1907,
by Poincaré in 1906, and Planck in 1908; Minkowski died in 1909 (of appendicitis)
and Poincaré died in 1912, while in the succeeding decade Lorentz made valuable
contributions only on a topic or two.

The development of special relativity (starting in 1911) was continued mainly
by Langevin, who did essentially the most that was possible in special relativity after
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