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Marischal College 

Colin MacLaurin – Mathematician and Newtonian 

Colin MacLaurin FRS (1698 – 1746) was one of the outstanding 

mathematicians of his time, highly praised by Isaac Newton and later 

compared by Lagrange, no less, to Archimedes.  He was appointed 

as Professor of Mathematics at Marischal College in 1717 at the very 

young age of 19, after a ten-day trial of two candidates for the post.  

The College had been closed since the failed Jacobite uprising of 

1715, not by edict but because the staff had fled, fearing for their 

lives.  The Professorship of Mathematics was in the gift of Aberdeen 

Town Council and as such Maclaurin’s duties were outside the 

regular routine of the Regents.  The Regents were Professors who 

took a single year of students through all four years of their core 

degree curriculum, unthinkable today but manageable then and in 

earlier times when a highly-educated man was fluent in classical languages, literature, moral 

philosophy, theology and some natural sciences.  Maclaurin’s remit was to specialize in 

mathematics.  [Portrait by C Metz from a pencil sketch] 

MacLaurin was born and brought up in Argyllshire.  He had been educated at the University 

of Glasgow and showed a precocious talent for mathematics.  The historian L. L. Laudan wrote 

in 1968 “Of all the Newtonian scientists of the Enlightenment, none was more gifted than Colin 

Maclaurin.  Yet, paradoxically, few great physicists have been so neglected by historians of 

science as he has been.  The dust of time and the myopia of progress have obscured his writings 

to the extent that it is difficult for modern readers to understand how important a role he played 

in eighteenth-century physics and mathematics”. Laudan was introducing Maclaurin’s book-

length work “An Account of Sir Isaac Newton’s Philosophical Discoveries” that had been 

published posthumously in 1748.  This context explains why Laudan called MacLaurin a 

‘physicist’ but in fact his achievements were largely in pure and applied mathematics. 

MacLaurin’s career at Marischal College began very 

well.  He visited London in 1719 with introductions to 

several leading mathematicians and became very 

friendly with Isaac Newton.  Newton was President of 

the Royal Society and Master of the Mint, though by 

then in his 70s.  The following year MacLaurin 

published in London his Geometria Organica sive 

Descriptio Linearum Curvarum Universalis.  This book 

covers methods of describing curves, developing 

Newton’s approach and extending it considerably.  It 

ends discussing some curves relevant to bodies moving in a resistive medium such as air – 

mathematical philosophy as it was called, though the name didn’t have the currency of natural 

philosophy.  Geometria Organica set out what would become MacLaurin’s defining 

characteristics for his contemporaries: his promotion of Newton’s methods and philosophy, 

and the strength of his own geometrical arguments.  Nowadays his name appears in 

schoolbooks only for the ‘Maclaurin series’ in calculus, usually used for generating an infinite 

series to represent the value of a function. 
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MacLaurin made the long journey south again to London in 1721, a journey that would damage 

his relations with Marischal College but end up to his advantage.  He renewed his friendship 

with Isaac Newton and took on the job of accompanying the son of leading diplomat Lord 

Polwarth on a ‘grand tour’ of Europe.  The tour began by MacLaurin and his charge spending 

two years in France, which was educational for both parties (Maclaurin was awarded a prize 

by the French Royal Academy of Sciences for his work there).  It might have enhanced the 

reputation of Marischal College but unfortunately MacLaurin had failed to get leave of absence 

from either the University or the Town Council. To make matters worse for MacLaurin, his 

charge took ill and died on the tour before leaving France.  The net result of the wrangle that 

ensued when MacLaurin returned to Aberdeen was that MacLaurin made his case, was paid 

his salary but took the opportunity of applying for a post at the University of Edinburgh.  His 

application was not only supported by a glowing reference from Newton but Newton offered 

to pay £20 (a decent sum in those days) towards MacLaurin’s remuneration.  This was truly a 

reference that could not be ignored and MacLaurin moved to Edinburgh where he was to stay 

for the rest of his life. 

MacLaurin’s best known work was A Treatise of Fluxions 

published in two substantial books in 1742.  Fluxions were 

Newton’s version of differential calculus, which had been 

attacked as being inadequately rigorous.  MacLaurin’s 

approach was to reference calculus back to the accepted 

methods of Greek geometry.  After a 50-page introduction 

with two plates of geometrical figures he introduces Book 1 

The Elements of the Method of Fluxions, Demonstrated after 

the Manner of the Ancient Geometricians.  Archimedes is 

mentioned almost 30 times in the whole text, essentially for 

inventing the concept of infinitesimals.  Archimedes had 

demonstrated theorems such as the area of a circle being equal 

to the area of a triangle whose base was as long as the 

circumference of the circle and whose height was its radius.  

Little wonder Lagrange had compared MacLaurin to 

Archimedes.  ‘Fluxions’ also contained new mathematical 

results. 

MacLaurin married in 1733 and they had a family of 7 children, 5 of whom survived him.  He 

died aged 48 of illness brought on by overwork and by fleeing from the second Jacobite 

uprising in 1745.  Two posthumous works were his Treatise of Algebra in three parts, first 

published by his wife in 1748, and his work on Newton’s discoveries, mentioned earlier.  This 

last work had close on 1000 advance subscribers, not only professors in universities across the 

country, learned squires and clergy but a large selection of the British aristocracy.  Such was 

the reputation of MacLaurin and Newton.  Today, such a wide cross-section of the educated 

would not think of subscribing to a book by a well-known mathematician on the philosophy of 

even the most famous scientist.  Times have changed.  MacLaurin may have been the best 

British mathematician of his day but he did not have the lasting influence of his near 

contemporary Leonhard Euler. 

John S. Reid 

 


