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George Chrystal FRS, FRSE (1851-1911) was born near Old Meldrum in Aberdeenshire, son 
of a grain merchant who later became a farmer1.   He became a pupil of David Thomson at 
King’s College and graduated with first-class Honours in 1871.  The extant exam results book 
shows Crystal obtaining the highest marks ever recorded by an Honours student in his 
discipline, though over the decades like is not being compared with like since the structure of 
examinations changed.  He was, certainly, outstandingly talented.  He followed the route to 
Cambridge to becoming Second Wrangler and Smith’s prizeman in 1875.  As a Fellow and 
Lecturer of Corpus Christi, he played an important part in Maxwell’s laboratory carrying out 
experimental determinations of Ohm’s law to high accuracy.  In 1877 he was appointed to the 
Regius Chair of Mathematics at St Andrews.  St Andrews lost him 2 years later when he 
translated to the University of Edinburgh2, where he stayed for the rest of his life.   
 
In 1879 the 9th edition of the Encyclopaedia 
Britannica published the volume ELE-FAK 
containing his 102 page article on 
‘Electricity’ (and his article on the 
‘Electrometer’).  Clerk Maxwell was a 
technical editor of the Encyclopaedia and his 
Treatise on Electricity and Magnetism earlier 
in the decade had made him the obvious 
contributor on this subject.  Either due to 
pressure of work or to what turned out to be 
terminal illness, Maxwell commissioned both 
the articles on ‘Electricity’ and on 
‘Magnetism’ (subsequently published in 
1883) from the young George Chrystal.  In 
clarity and depth, they are worthy of 
Maxwell himself, taking the reader up to but 
not including Maxwell’s theoretical 
speculations that at the time were by no 
means universally understood or accepted.  
Although he was Professor of Mathematics, 
author of mathematical articles in a range of 
areas and author of a well used book on 
Algebra, Chrystal maintained his interest in 
practical matters and became well known for his publications on tidal oscillations in Scottish 
Lochs.  He was noted for his organisational and administrative abilities, was Vice President of 
the Royal Society of Edinburgh for 12 years and Royal Medalist of the Royal Society of 
London. 
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1 See “George Chrystal” in the Dictionary of National Biography, OUP (2004). 
2  William Hole “Quasi Cursores: Portraits of the High Officers and Professors of the University of Edinburgh at 
its Tercentenary Festival”, pp 39-44, Edin. Univ. Press (1884) includes the sketch here and further biographic 
detail. 


