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Robert Brown FRS (1773–1858) was a 
son of Montrose who attended 
Marischal College from 1787-1790.  
After taking the third year class of Professor Patrick 
Copland he transferred to Edinburgh to study medicine.  
Some aspects of medicine and botany are closely connected 
and it is certainly in Edinburgh that his botanical interests 
began to flourish.  In the first decades of the 19th century, 
Brown became one of the world’s great botanists.  He is 
featured here because in 1827 he discovered what has since 
been called Brownian motion, a physical effect that shows 
as the constant movement of minute objects in solution seen 
under the microscope. 
 
Brown observed the motion in pollen particles suspended in 
water. You can easily observe it in dilute milk. He found 
out it was not due to convection currents, evaporation and 
other possible causes he had under his control. Nor was it due to any motion of organic origin. 
Brownian motion never goes away.  Einstein, no less, built his reputation in 1905 with a 
theoretical explanation of its origin in random molecular collisions between the particles in 
suspension and the surrounding water molecules, pointing out that the distance travelled by a 
particle increases as the square root of the time of observation, unlike normal motion.  
 
You can find Brownian motion science cited in three Nobel prizes in the 1920s, that 
of Einstein for Physics in 1921, that of Robert Millikan for Physics in 1923 and that of Jean 
Perrin for Chemistry in 1926.  Brownian motion was the clinching visible proof that atoms 
and molecules exist. To this day, Brownian motion is cited as the archetypical random 
motion in fields as diverse as Stock Exchange fluctuations, medical image analysis, robotic 
motion across rough terrains, business decision making and other disciplines, yet few know 
that the quiet and studious Robert Brown from Montrose was the man on whose observations 
the whole edifice rests. 
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