
The Scientific Tourist: Aberdeen 

 1/2

Marischal College 
 
Neil Arnott – populariser of physics and health reformer 
 
Neil Arnott MD, FRS (1788-1874), seen in the 
accompanying portrait possessed by the 
University of Aberdeen, was born in Arbroath 
and had his early education in Lunan Parish 
School.  He entered Marischal College at the 
young age of 13, graduating when he was only 
16.  He began to study medicine but clearly 
considered practice better than lectures for he 
moved to St George’s Hospital London and then, 
while still a teenager, went to China as ship’s 
surgeon.  By his mid-twenties he had acquired a 
diploma from the Royal College of surgeons, an 
MD from Marischal College and set himself up 
with a ‘lucrative private practice’ in central 
London.  He also spoke several languages.  He 
was clearly a talented and astute farmer’s son.  
He was appointed Physician Extraordinary to the 
Queen in the first year of her reign but none of 
these achievements alone would have earned him 
a mention in these pages. 
 
After leaving College, Arnott says that he was so impressed with the benefits of a knowledge 
of physics and the ‘evils suffered by persons who wanted it’ that when he was established in 
London he delivered a course on Natural Philosophy to the Philomathic Institution.  Out of 
this eventually came his book ‘Elements of Physics’1, published in 1827.  It is a portfolio 
textbook drawing on the spirit if not the content of the lectures of Patrick Copland that he had 
attended in 1803.  No plagiarism is implied; he merely followed Copland’s example of 
explaining the subject in plain language with a multitude of illustrative examples, drawn by 
and large from everyday life.  The book was very popular for at least half a century, running 
to 6 updated editions and a posthumous one, and being translated into many languages.  The 
Physics that Arnott was putting across was largely well established science grounded in 
experiment.  If you have a chance, get hold of a copy.  ‘The Times’ said of it in their review 
of 1827 “To the most idle schoolboy it will be as entertaining as a treatise on witchcraft or 
legerdemaine”; substitute “Dungeons & Dragons or computer games” to bring the quote up-
to-date.  It is still a ‘good read’.  Arnott also introduced substantial sections on the 
applications of mechanics and the flow of liquids and gases to understanding how animals 
function.  Viewing animals so explicitly as mechanisms obeying the laws of physics preceded 
by many decades the introduction of Medical Physics into University syllabi. 
 
Arnott campaigned for many years for improved sewerage and water supplies in cities, being 
convinced that accumulated filth bred disease.  He developed significant improvements in 
fireplaces and ventilation systems for ordinary houses, factories and schools that he described 
in pamphlets and then in a book dedicated to these issues2.  It was a prosaic subject but one in 
need of attention in the mid 19th century.  The accompanying illustrations show Arnott’s 
smokeless fireplace, which was much more fuel efficient than existing designs, and his very 
efficient ‘self-regulating’ stove for heating both rooms and hot water.  The main feature of his 
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fire was a storage box that fed fresh coal up from 
below, as the wick of an oil lamp is slowly fed from 
underneath, so that the new coal is totally burnt by the 
hot coals above without creating smoke.  In our fuel 
conscious age, it is a development that may well be 
worth re-visiting.  The Arnott stove, which incorporated 
an air dampening control, earned him the Royal 
Society’s Rumford Medal.   
 
Arnott is credited with inventing in 1832 the water-bed 
for seriously immobile patients.  He produced a 
supplement to his ‘Elements’ entitled ‘Arithmetic 
Simplified for General Use and adapted to aid students 

engaged in any Department of Science or Art’, a primer aimed at increasing the numeracy of 
his audience.  Although he was never employed as a teacher, education was clearly an issue 
he felt strongly about and it is no surprise that he was on the first Senate of the University of 
London.   
 
Arnott had ideas on the development of civilisation that today would charitably be described 
as ‘unfashionable’.  He expounded these in his ‘Survey of Human Progress, from the savage 
state to the highest civilisation yet attained’, which contains many interesting observations 
but on the whole has not enhanced his reputation.  That reputation is firmly based on what did 
achieve in the 19th century, both in terms of general improvements for society and in showing 
that physical science is crucially relevant to almost every aspect of daily life.  This was above 
his ‘day job’ of being a noted surgeon of the times.   
 
Arnott claimed in later life to owe what success he had had to the foundation laid by Patrick 
Copland’s Natural Philosophy lectures at Marischal College.   This was not empty rhetoric, 
for he gifted the College and the other Scottish Universities a generous benefaction and the 
College has the only oil painting of Arnott known to exist.  Arnott’s example is a reminder of 
the benefits of teaching science not just to future scientists but to the widest possible range of 
students, as was done in Marischal College two centuries ago. 

John S. Reid 
                                                 
1 Neil Arnott “Elements of Physics, or Natural Philosophy.  Written for general use in Non-technical language”, 
Longmans, Green and Co. (London, 1827…1865, 1876) 
2 Neil Arnott “On the Smokeless Fireplace, Chimney-valves, and other means, old and new, of obtaining 
Healthful Warmth and Ventilation”, Longman, Brown, Green and Longman, (London, 1855). 

Arnott’s stove incorporating surrounding water jacket and 
internal regulator 

Arnott’s smokeless, fuel-saving fire 


