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Marischal College 
 

Patrick Copland –educator, innovator and artisan 
 
Dr Patrick Copland FRSE (1748-1822) was a son of 
Fintray manse in Aberdeenshire.  He attended 
Marischal College as a student from 1762-1766, 
graduating AM.  He had received formative lectures 
from John Stewart, George Skene and the 
enlightenment poet James Beattie.  In the 1774 session 
he acted as Skene’s assistant and in the following year 
was appointed in Skene’s place when Skene himself 
changed direction in his career. 
 
Copland was passionate about Natural Philosophy, 
about the application of its knowledge to every-day 
life, to manufacturing, to farming, to engineering 
practice and, in reverse, about the use of apparatus to 
illustrate the principles of the subject.  He set to, 
equipping the College with a large range of 
demonstration apparatus or, more accurately, 
equipping himself since the College had little funds 
they were willing to put towards the enterprise1.  
Demonstration was the stock in trade of the itinerant 
18th century lecturer giving a one-night show but Copland 
introduced the practice on a different scale for the whole of 
his annual course.  His principal reason was that the audience 
appreciated the truth of what he was saying if they saw that 
truth demonstrated in front of them; in essence science was 
based on watching nature, not taking the word of someone 
who, by and large, was repeating what he himself had been 
told.  His methods spread throughout the University system 
and lasted about two centuries until pressure on resources 
accompanied by the rise of computer simulation reduced the 
spectacle again to something more likely to be seen in one-
night shows.  Most who have experienced a course strongly 
based on lecture demonstrations would say that today’s 
students are the losers. 
 
It took years for Copland to fully develop his theme but he 
had the skill of being very capable with his hands.  He was 
described as ‘one of the best Mechanicks of the age’.  He was 
one of a rare breed, a professor/artisan.  In the 1780s he 
secured a grant to employ a technician in the College, 
possibly the first in any British University, by the name of 
John King, described as “equal, both in wood and metals, to 
that of the best London artists”.  Some of their surviving 
productions are indeed impressive, such as the astronomical 
clock to a design by James Ferguson illustrated here.  
Towards the end of his career Copland’s equipment was 



The Scientific Tourist: Aberdeen 

 2/2

described as “generally considered as superior to any in Britain, and some deem it superior to 
any in Europe”. 
 
Copland taught in the old, now demolished, Marischal College building.  Former students 
who reflected on their time there were generous in their praise of him.  To Professor John 
Cruickshank, Copland was “the best teacher he ever had”.  To Edward Ellice, a future 
Secretary of War, Copland was “the man who more fully opened the eyes of the student to this 
world than any teacher he had ever met”.  Dr Neil Arnott, who features in these notes, wrote 
in a letter to the College accompanying a gift that his success in life he owed “in a great 
degree to the advantages afforded me in the study of Natural Philosophy in Marischal 
College, Aberdeen, under professor Copland, a most able teacher using admirable apparatus 
for illustration”.  The tendrils of causality can creep through time for much longer than we 
often realise.  The writer of these notes was a recipient of the Arnott Prize more than a century 
and a half after Copland delivered his lectures to the young Neil Arnott. 
 
Effective teaching with flair and innovation should be highly prized in a University.  Copland 
deserves to be remembered for this alone but he also made substantial contributions outside 
the College courtyard, as mentioned in another of these notes.  In addition, he was a founder 
member of the Royal Society of Edinburgh, a Fellow of the Linnean Society and a Fellow of 
the Society of Antiquities (Scotland): passionate about Natural Philosophy but not single-
minded. 

John S. Reid 
 
                                                 
1 John S. Reid  “Patrick Copland (1748 - 1822): Aspects of his Life and Times at Marischal College” Aberdeen 
University Review, No. 172, pp 359 - 379 (1984). 


