
 

 

 Discover how this man 
changed the world 
100 years ago this month, one of the world’s  
most famous scientists shared an incredible idea
On 25 November 1915, Albert Einstein published 

what’s known as his theory of general relativity. 
This idea changed our understanding of the universe 
forever, and continues to shape our lives today. It 
not only explained the existence of black holes, it is 
also responsible for lots of the technology we use 
today, such as televisions, computers and GPS. He is 
considered by many people to have been a genius.

Who was Albert Einstein?
For a man who would turn out to be so smart, Einstein 
was a slow starter as a child who allegedly didn’t 
speak until he was three or four. This didn’t stop him 
studying and questioning the world around him. By 
the age of five, Albert was fascinated with magnetic 
compasses and he published his first scientific paper 
on magnetism when he was just 16 years old.  

So, what does Einstein’s idea actually explain?

Einstein essentials

Three ways Einstein’s big  
idea changed the world

3. Black holes explained
Scientists came up with the term  
black hole after Einstein predicted  
their existence using his theory.  
Found in space, black holes are  
objects with gravity so strong that 
nothing can escape – not even  
light. The gravity bends space-time 
so much that light gets pulled in like 
water swirling down a plughole. 
There’s a black hole in our galaxy,  
but don’t worry – we are too  
far away from it to get sucked in.

1. Perfect pictures on TV 
It’s because of Einstein’s theory 
of general relativity that we don’t 
have blurry images on our TVs. This 
is where it gets a little confusing. 
Scientists found that when very small 
particles, known as electrons, moved 
very fast they got heavier. Scientists 
had to account for this extra weight 
to make sure that the images on our 
TV screens are really sharp. 

2. Accurate electronic maps
The Global Positioning System (GPS) 
is a group of satellites that orbit 
Earth and can pinpoint where we 
are, for example, on Google Maps. 
The reason this works is thanks to 
Einstein. He said that due to gravity, 
time is faster the further away you 
are from Earth. Scientists have built 
satellites that have special clocks 
in them to calculate the difference 
between the time on the satellite  
and the time on Earth.

Understanding the universe 
Einstein’s theory of general relativity explains how 
massive objects, such as planets, bend space and time 
(space-time). We feel this as gravity: the force that 
keeps us on the ground and stops us from floating 
away. A good way to think about it is to imagine 
standing in the middle of a trampoline – it will dip 
downwards. If you put a tennis ball near the edge, it 
will roll towards you until it’s nudging your feet. You 
are like our planet, the dip in the trampoline is like the 
curve in space-time, and the tennis ball is all the things 
that rest on the Earth rather than floating away.

What’s the big idea?  
Einstein’s first theory of relativity – known as his 
theory of special relativity – was published in 1905. 
This theory explained what Einstein described as 
space-time – the way that the speed of light is 
affected by gravity. It took him another eight years 
and a few mistakes to figure out how that actually 
worked. The results – his theory of general relativity – 
were finally published in 1915.

Was Einstein’s brain better than yours? 
When Einstein died in 1955, a doctor quickly 
removed his brain. It was cut into pieces and 
preserved so that scientists could study it. They 
hoped to discover the secret of his genius. 
Unfortunately for them, Einstein’s grey matter was 
no different to anyone else’s.

Einstein went on to prove that light itself 
bends with space-time 
A good example of light bending is seen during a 
solar eclipse. If you put a big object like the moon  
in front of the sun, the sunlight will curve around  
it to create what looks a bit like a halo. 

Confused?
Don’t worry if Einstein’s idea sounds a bit 
complicated. When he first announced his  
theory, there was a popular joke that only 12  
people in the world could actually understand it!

SPOT THE 
DIFFERENCE

Yoda, from Star Wars, was based on 

the appearance of Einstein. He has 

the same spiky hair.

All about Albert Einstein All about Albert Einstein 

DID YOU 
KNOW?

Einstein was famous 

for having a really bad 

memory and often forgot 

names and dates. So 

don’t worry, just because 

you’re forgetful it doesn’t 

mean you’re not 

a genius.

Albert with his younger 
sister Maja, in 1885.

Einstein was a keen violinist 
who performed at musical 

events.

This is a diagram showing 
how light bends around 
large masses like the sun. 

A solar eclipse is evidence that 
Einstein’s theory is correct. Born:  

1879, in Ulm, a city in  
southern Germany

Died:  
1955, New Jersey, USA

First theory published:  
1905, the theory of special relativity 

Second theory published:  
1915, the theory of general relativity

Prizes:  
In 1921, he won a Nobel Prize for his 
outstanding achievement in science
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DID YOU 
KNOW? 

Einstein didn’t like wearing 

socks because he thought 

they were too much hassle  

to mend when they 

got holes. 

“Everybody is a 

genius. But if you 

judge a fish by its 

ability to climb a 

tree, it will live its 

whole life believing 

that it is stupid.”
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