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What do we mean by 
Serendipity?



Definition

Ʒ According to Oxford English Dictionary:

ñthe faculty of making happy and unexpected discoveries 
by accidentò.

Ʒ It was voted as one of the 10 words in the English 
language that were most difficult to translate into other 
languages.

In French it is serendipicite or serendipite, but also 
heureux hasard for ñfortunate chanceò

Ʒ For scientists it means discovering things in the course of 
their investigations that they werenôt looking for.



Etymology

Ʒ Word is attributed to Horace Walpole and is take from the 
Persian name for Sri Lanka, Serendip. Horace Walpoleôs Correspondence, W.S.Lewis, 

Yale edition

Ʒ Walpole cites a fairy tale called ñThe Three Princes of 
Serendipò. As they travelled they kept drawing wise
conclusions from accidental discoveries about things they 
were not looking for .

Ʒ The tale tells for instance how one of the princes 
discovered that a one-eyed camel had travelled before 
them on a road because the grass was only eaten on the 
left hand side. 



Serendipity

ƷNotice Walpole stresses that Serendipity involves

ÁAn accidental observation

ÁA wise interpretation

ÁAbout something unexpected

ƷThe French scientist Louis Pasteur famously said:

ñin the fields of observation, chance favours only 
the prepared mindò 

Ʒ250 years earlier, Shakespeare said in Henry V:

ñAll things are ready if our minds be soò



Some examples



Chocolate chip cookies!

ƷRuth Wakefiled, a dietitian and food lecturer in 
Massachusetts is credited with their serendipitous 
discovery in the 1930ôs.

ƷMaking Butter Drop Dough cookies and running 
out of bakers chocolate, she crumbled a bar of 
semi-sweet chocolate into the dough, expecting 
the chunks to melt ïthey didnôt.

ƷThey were served to guests staying at her ñToll-
houseò. The rest as they say is history!

ƷAccidental event, smart conclusion, unexpected 
outcome



Pharmaceuticals

ƷPenicillin

Alexander Fleming identified that after sneezing on 
culture plates the antibacterial protein in mucus 
killed the bacteria. This triggered further research, 
leading to the discovery of penicillin.

ƷLSD

Albert Hofmann accidentally absorbed some of the 
chemical while studying the derivatives of the wheat 
fungus ïergot. Albert, not Abbie, had the first acid 
trip in history while riding his bike home after work!



Astronomy



Moons of Jupiter



Moons of Jupiter

Ʒ In 1610 Galileo turned a spyglass designed for military use, 
towards Jupiter.

Ʒ He observed the planet close to what he thought were 3 
previously unseen ñstarsò. 

Ʒ Next night he was surprised to see that instead of 2 ñstarsò 
being to the east and one to the west of the planet, now 
all 3 were to the west.

Ʒ Gradually he started to realisethat the ñstarsò may actually 
be moons, in orbit around the planet. 

Ʒ Prior to this observation, no one had expected moons 
orbiting planets

Ʒ This serendipitous discovery is one of the most profound 
ever, and was responsible for a major change in how we 
understood the universe.



Volcanoes on Io



Volcanoes on Io

Ʒ In 1979, Voyager 1 had sent images of Io back to 
earth. A navigational engineer, Linda Morabito, 
noticed that something  had changed between 
images

ñIt seemed unbelievable that something that big 
had not been visible beforeñ

ƷShe had become the first person to discover that 
Io was volcanically active, in fact the most 
volcanically active body in the solar system.



Volcanic eruptions on Io



The Planetary Grand 
Tour



Planetary Grand Tour

ƷGary Flandro, a summer student at JPL, realised that 
a rare alignment of planets on one side of the sun, 
would occur in the late 1970s.

ƷThis would provide an opportunity to allow a single 
spacecraft to explore the outer planets of the solar 
system, taking advantage of ñgravitational assistò. 

ƷThe original plan suffered from budget cuts, but the 
window of opportunity was eventually exploited by 
NASA in the 2 Voyager missions.

Ʒ If the window of opportunity had passed, it would 
not have occurred again for 175 years.



McNeillôs
Nebula



McNeillôs Nebula

Ʒ In 2004, Julian W. McNeil, an amateur astronomer 
in Kentucky, took some pictures in the region of 
M78 in Orion. He was using a 3inch refractor.

ƷWhen he examined them he noticed an unusual 
object that the sky charts didnôt show. 

ƷHe alerted the Lowell 
Observatory and bigger 
telescopes were then 
focused on the discovery



McNeillôs Nebula

ƷThis animation was 
created from a series of
images taken over a 
2 year period by different
observers.

ƷThey saw a bright cone of gas & dust illuminated 
by a young sun

Ʒ It was quickly realised that this bright reflection 
nebula was from a star that had flared during the 
last few months



Soap
Bubble 
Nebula


