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L I T E R A C Y  R E S O U R C E

Weel-kent for:

•	 Establishin geologie as a true science

•	 Formulatin his controversial ‘Theory of 
the Earth’

•	 Developin a theory o rain

•	 Being the first person ti think o the Earth 
as millions i years old.

Fermer un naituralist James Hutton is cerditit  wi bein the foonder o modern geologie.  
The first ti determine thit the Earth is millions i years auld, Hutton believed oor planet 
is continuallie bein formed.
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James Hutton (1726-1797)

Aerly years

James Hutton wis born in Edinbury in 1726.  He went on ti study maidicine an Chemistry at Edinbury 
Universitie, und in Paris und Leiden.  He tuk his degree in 1749.

In 1750 he returned ti Edinbury und resumed chemical experiments wi freend James Davie.  Thair 
work on the production i  sal ammoniac- a salt yased for dyin und workin wi brass und tin – led ti a 
profitable pairtnership.

The Science o geologie

Hutton moved to Slighthooses, a lowlund faimlie ferm in the 1750s.  He spent 14 year runnin the ferm.  
This gein him an interest in hoo land chynged wi the forces i wund und rain.
In 1753 Hutton became interestit in studyin the surface i the Earth.  He went on to devote his 
scientific knawledge , pouers i observation und philosophical mynd ti the newly-named subject i 
‘geologie’.

Hutton went on a geological tour i the north i Scotland wi George Maxwell-Clerk in 1764.  He let 
oot his ferms ti tenants in 1768 und returned  ti Edinbury.  Atween 1767 und 1774 he wus closely 
involved wi the construction i the Forth and Clyde canal.

Rocks und Fossils

Traivels in Britain und abroad, as weil as a tyme fermin in Berwickshire, gein Hutton the opportunity 
ti observe different rocks.  He wus intrigued ti find fossilised shells hie abeen sea level, und puzzled 
ower ither geological features.

Hutton’s thinkin wus then influenced bi readin aboot Joseph Black’s experiments wi heatit limestane, 
und bi the proof i the pouer  i heat demonstratit bi James Watt’s steam engines.

Clash wi the Kirk

Hutton began considerin the centre i the Earth is a massive heat source, whair continuous processes 
destroy und reform rocks.  That led ti his belief thit the Earth wus millions i years auld.

It also led ti a clash wi the Kirk, which declared thit the Earth wus only aboot six thoosand years auld.
Hutton fund evidence to support his theory in layers i sandstone at Siccar Point in Berwickshire. His 
theory of the Earth’s age wus later confirmed is accurate.
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Did ye ken?

Charles Lyell yased  James Hutton’s ideas as the foonds o modern geologie in his weel-kent book, 
‘Principles of Geology’.

Later years

In 1785 Hutton presentit his findins ti the newly formit Royal Society o Edinbury.

He deid on 26 Mairch 1797 and wus burit in Greyfriars Kirkyaird in Edinbury.

Five years efter Hutton’s death, mathematician John Playfair published ‘Illustrations i the Huttonian 
Theory i the Earth’.  This volume contained a summary o Hutton’s ‘Theory i the Earth’ alongside 
numerous additional illustrations und argiments.

Taen fae National Library O Scotland’s Science Hall o Fame
http://digital.nls.uk/scientists/biographies/index.html

Owerset bi Helen Thorburn, Scots Language Ambassador,
Eyemouth High School.
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