
Dubson's Recommended Undergraduate Physics Texts 
 

Every working scientist needs a library of good books, covering all the standard topics, as 

well as specialized research topics.  Any physics student who sells their books back at the 

end of the semester probably should switch majors. If you don't just love books about 

physics and science, then physics may not be your thing. 

 

General Physics (Freshmen physics) 

Feynman's Lectures on Physics, Vol. 1, 2, and 3   

(Vol 1 = Mechanics, 2 = E&M, 3 = QM)  Written by Richard Feynman as the intro 

physics course for CalTech freshmen, this masterpiece is best read after you have taken 

and digested a freshmen course.  And then re-read it every 10 years.  It gets better every 

time. 

 

Ruth Chabay & Bruce Sherwood, Matter and Interactions.  Excellent, but like 

Feynman, best read after you have taken freshmen physics 

 

R. Wolfson and J. Pasachoff,  Physics 2
nd

 Ed. (out of print, but available on eBay) 

 

Halliday, Resnick, and Walker, Physics (kinda stale, but OK) 

 

Modern Physics (3
rd

 semester or Sophomore physics) 

In my opinion, there is no very good book, but there are several good ones: 

 

Taylor, Zafiratos, and Dubson, Modern Physics 

Tipler and Llewellyn, Modern Physics 

 

Mathematical Methods (sophomore/junior level) 

Physicists use a set of standard mathematical tools, which they need to understand in a 

visceral, practical way.  We don't need rigorous proofs; we just  need to understand what 

the math means and how to use. Two books that emphasize practical skills and clear 

understanding over rigorous proofs are… 

 

Mary Boas,  Mathematical Methods in the Physical Sciences, 2nd Ed 

R. Shankar, Basic Training in Mathematics 

 

Classical Mechanics (Junior Level)  
In my opinion, there is a clear stand-out in a crowded field: 

John R. Taylor,  Classical Mechanics 

 

Electricity and Magnetism (Junior level) 

The very best book at this level is 

David J. Griffiths,  Intro to Electrodynamics, 3
rd

 Ed.   

 

Also very good, but not as good as Griffiths is 

Pollock and Stump, Electromagnetism 



 

Quantum Mechanics (Junior/Senior Level) 

There are many, many books, none really great.  The two best are.. 

David J. Griffiths, Intro to Quantum Mechanics 

David McIntyre, Quantum Mechanics, a Paradigms Approach 

 

Thermodynamics and Statistical Mechanics (Junior/Senior level) 

The very best, much better than all the rest, is  

Daniel Schroeder,  Thermal Physics  

 

Optics 

There are NO really good books at this level, and quite a few awful ones. The only OK 

text, in my opinion, is 

 

Grant R. Fowles, Introduction to Modern Optics  

C.A. Bennett, Principles of Physical Optics 

 

 

Light Reading (non-technical, but very educational and entertaining) 

 

Robert Park, Voodoo Science  The world is chock full of charlatans and the aggressively 

uneducated who try to dress up nonsense with technical jargon.  Learn the how to 

recognize bogus (cold fusion) from the far-out but still legitimate (string theory?). 

 

Kip Thorne, Black holes and time warps :Einstein's outrageous legacy.  Just 

wonderful. 

 

George Gamow, One, Two, Three… Infinity.  My office at CU Boulder in on the 10
th

 

floor of Gamow Tower.  Gamow predicted the cosmic background radiation in 1948, 

some 17 years before it was found.  He did fundamental work in quantum mechanics and 

in biology (working out DNA code with Watson and Crick).  He was a wonderful teacher 

and writer, as well as a great scientist.  He died of alcoholism in 1968 at age 64. 

 

Carl Sagan, Contact.  My favorite sci-fi novel.  Sagan, a professional scientist, perfectly 

captures the colorful politics of the scientific community.  Also, this book makes the best 

attempt I have seen to connect science and spiritual needs. 

 

Intro Astronomy  

And finally, if you want to learn more astronomy, there are a few hundred college-

freshmen-level introductory astronomy texts on the market.  The BEST, in my humble 

opinion, is The Cosmic Perspective, by Bennett, Donahue, Schneider, and Voit.  It is 

very readable, and very up-to-date, if you get the latest edition.  My only complaint is 

that, like ALL freshmen-level texts, it does not contain enough technical detail.  All these 

freshmen texts assume that the students are scared of math, have never heard of calculus, 

can’t follow a derivation of more than 3 lines, etc. 

http://www.amazon.com/Introduction-Modern-Optics-Grant-Fowles/dp/0486659577/ref=sr_1_2/002-6743600-1688801?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1184248378&sr=1-2

