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

Weel-kent for:

• pruivin the cleek atween electricity, 
magnestism an licht fur the first time

• warkin oot whit maks the rings o Saturn 

• Devisin a theory o gasses

• makkin the first photie in colour

James Clerk Maxwell is aften cried yin o the warld’s heidmaist physicists. He 
wis a strang influence on ither scientists wha bear the gree, lik Albert Einstein.

Withoot Maxwell’s wark, we widnae hae hid developments in ither technology we tak 
fur granted, sic as:

• Radio

• Television

• Mobile phones.



1.

James Clerk Maxwell (1831-1879)

Early years an scuilin

Born in Edinburgh in 1831, Maxwell bade at his faimlie hame at Glenlair in Dumfries and Gallowa 
whan he wis a wee yin.

He gaed tae Edinburgh Academy whan he wis 10 year auld. He was affie skeelie wi mathematics. Yin o 
his scuil freens wis Peter Guthrie Tait, wha gaed on tae be a better-maist physicist an aw.

Maxwell scrieved his first scientific paper whan he wis jist 14 ower the heids o his interest in drawin 
oval shapes yaisin peens an twine.

He didnae jist observe the shapes he cuid draw, he formulatit mathematical equations aboot the 
variables yin tae t’ither. This micht be the position o the peens tae the length o twine, fur example.

University life

Maxwell gaed faurer ben in his study in Edinburgh, London and Cambridge, whaur he experimented 
wi colour vision wi a mixter-maxter o different colours o lichts thegither.

That was whan he stertit the wark he is best kent fur – research in electromagnetic radiation.

Fae extensive wark ower the follaein years, he formulatit fower equations aboot electricity 
magnetism fur the first time. This predicted the existence o radio waves.

Work and experiments

In 1856, aged jist 25, he wis appointit tae the Chair o Natural Philosophy at Marischal College in 
Aiberdeen. At this time, he stertit tae wark on anither field o research – whit the rings o Saturn are 
made o.

His theories werenae confirmit until the 1980s whan the Voyager space expeditions hid a closer 
examination o Saturn.

Maxwell wis haised tae Professor o Natural Philosophy at King’s College, London in 1860. He bade 
there fur the neist five year. Durin a lecture, he demonstratit the first colour photie – o a tartan 
ribband – yaisin coloured filters.

In 1871 he taen up post as the first Professor o Experimental Physics at Cambridge University. He 
gaed on tae gie a haun wi settin up the Cavendish research laboratory, whaur a wheen o his theories 
developit.
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Did ye ken?

James Clerk Maxwell aye believit in education for abody. In Aiberdeen an London he gied 
evenin lectures fur wirkin men, giein them a chance tae further their scuilin.

Efter ‘ears

Maxwell dee’t o cancer o the wame whan he wis 48. Maxwell’s freen an fellow scientist, PG Tait 
scrieved an obituary that wid gaur ye greet that apearit in the “Proceedings o the Royal Society o 
Edinburgh”.

Maxwell is yirdit in Parton kirkyaird, aboot Glenlair in Dumfries an Gallowa.

Whan ye think o hoo suin he dee’t, Maxwell’s gey braw achievements are even mair unco.

He hisnae aye been kent bi the general public. Hoo an iver scientists aw ken that Maxwell helpit 
progress in the modren warld.

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