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Marischal College 
 

George P Thomson – Nobel Prize winning physicist 
 

Sir George Paget Thomson FRS (1892-1975) 
was the only son of Sir J. J. Thomson, the 
Cavendish Professor of Physics who is probably 
most famous for discovering the existence of the 
electron and measuring its mass.  G. P. 
Thomson was one of a select group of 
academics in the University of Aberdeen to be 
awarded the Nobel Prize.  He earned it for his 
work in the Department of Natural Philosophy 
at Marischal College during his tenure from 1922-1930.  There is now a 

commemorative plaque in the Marischal College quadrangle. 
 
Thomson was a high achieving Trinity College, Cambridge, scholar who graduated in 1913 
and was elected Fellow and Lecturer at Corpus Christi College in the following year.  He was, 
though, of the generation whose adult lives were to be shaped by two World Wars and their 
aftermaths.  Thomson spent most of the First World War in France and in the research wing 
of the Royal Flying Corps.  His first book1 came out of this experience and is simply entitled 
“Applied Aerodynamics”.  It is a well-illustrated summary of the lessons of wartime work on 
the science of aircraft design and operation, underlining the basic physics involved. 
 

Upon Thomson’s return to Cambridge he took up research into 
his father’s long-standing interest of electrical discharges in 
gases.  He brought this interest with him when he came to 
Aberdeen in 1922 and did much of the work enlarging J. J. 
Thomson’s “Conduction of Electricity through Gases” into a 
long awaited 3rd edition that was published in their joint names 
in 1928.  It turned out that the kind of equipment needed for 
this work could be modified readily to explore a topic that the 
French physicist De Broglie threw into the ring in 1923, 
namely the apparently outrageous suggestion that particles 
have wavelike properties.  It was a time for apparently 
outrageous suggestions in Physics.   Atomic Physics was the 
hot topic of the era.  In 1926 Thomson and Clinton J. Davisson 
realised that it should be possible 
to test de Broglie’s conjecture 

using electrons.  They did it in rather different ways, both of 
which turned out to be successful.  Thomson photographed 
electron diffraction using medium energy electrons, producing 
results as in the picture above in possession of the Department. 
 
Thomson’s early papers in 1927 were published with his 
research student, A Reid, who tragically was killed in a motor-
cycle accident while the work was in progress.  The definitive 
paper on his apparatus sent to the Royal Society in 1930 
acknowledged the support of his technical staff by crediting his 
chief technician C G Fraser with joint authorship.  The adjacent 
picture is the only known print showing in situ the detail of G P 
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Thomson’s Nobel prize winning apparatus.   
The print was donated by retired technician 
John Gordon, who worked with Thomson at the 
College.  Thomson’s technicians have posed in 
the next photograph.  According to one 
reminiscence, Fraser insisted the apparatus not 
only had to work well but ‘be immaculately 
finished and look worthy of the job’.  C. G. 
Fraser is the senior figure seated in the centre.  
When in 1930 Thomson was deciding whether 
he should move to London he asked Fraser to 
come with him.  After some thought, Fraser 
declined.  “In that case”, Thomson said, “it’s probably not worth my while going to London.”  
This story was told by Charles Strachan, a Reader in the Department who had been a student 
in Thomson’s classes and knew him well.  In the end, Thomson did go to Imperial College. 
 
Research was not his only duty, or even his primary duty, at Marischal College for he had 
inherited the Department from the 77 year old Charles Niven who had earned his FRS for 
mathematical physics but did not emphasise this aspect of the subject in his teaching.  
Thomson introduced regular mathematical homework and employed an assistant to mark the 
results.  According to one of his first assistants, Jessie Jack, he gave out a great many 
problems, particularly to first-year students.  Anyone wishing to keep up professionally with 
the rapidly changing ideas in modern physics of that era needed a sound mathematical 
background.  Thomson, though, was not just interested in educating elite students.  He wrote 
two books on his own while at Aberdeen.  “The Atom” was a small-format book2 of some 250 
pages explaining recent developments in this front-page topic to the lay person.  It was one of 
the first to attempt a popular account of wave mechanics.  His second book was the academic 
text book “The Wave Mechanics of Free Electrons”, based on a course of lectures Thomson 
had delivered at Cornell University in the fall of 1929.  This described in detail his own work 
and that of others in the field including Davisson and Germer.  Thomson would share the 
1937 Nobel Prize for Physics with Davisson "for their [independent] experimental discovery 
of the diffraction of electrons by crystals". 
 
Thomson moved to London in 1930 and as the 1930s drew on he transferred his interests from 
electrons to neutrons.  With the shadow of World War II sweeping across the nation, 
Thomson found himself intimately involved in the question of whether a chain reaction in 
uranium could be controlled for use in an energy generating reactor or exploited uncontrolled 
in a bomb.  He chaired the highly influential Maud Committee3 that resulted in Anglo-US 
collaboration on both uranium issues, a committee whose decisions shaped history.  He was 
knighted in 1943. 
 
Like James Clerk Maxwell, Thomson had married the Principal’s daughter at Aberdeen but 
their marriage was cut short in 1941 by his wife’s illness and death.  Thomson’s inter-war 
spell as professor at Marischal College with the freedom to pursue academic work at the 
forefront of physics and the opportunity to raise a young family was, according to Charles 
Strachan, seen by Thomson as some of the best years of his life.   

John S. Reid 
                                                 
1 G. P. Thomson “Applied Aerodynamics”, Hodder & Stoughton, London (1919). 
2 G. P. Thomson “The Atom”, Thornton Butterworth Ltd., London (1930 and at least 4 later editions). 
3 See entry under G. P. Thomson in the “Dictionary of National Biography”, OUP (2004). 


