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Marischal College 
 

Frederick Soddy - Nobel Prize in Chemistry and writer on social reform 

 

Frederick Soddy FRS (1877-1956) was awarded the Nobel 

Prize in Chemistry for 1921, although he received it in 1922.  

Soddy had been Professor of Chemistry at Marischal College 

from 1914 to 1919, though in truth he had done the work for 

which he earned the Prize before he came to Aberdeen.  At 

least Aberdeen had the presence of mind to appoint a future 

Nobelist to its Chair of Chemistry in 1914 but as it turned out 

the First World War largely prevented Soddy continuing his 

work on radioactivity.  He worked in Marischal College when 

the Department of Chemistry occupied laboratories on the left-

hand side of the quadrangle while Natural Philosophy was on 

the right, as seen in the excerpt from the 1906 plan below 

showing the new build at Marischal College.  (The library was 

over the entrance arch, other sciences and medical subjects had 

rooms around the quadrangle but Chemistry and Natural 

Philosophy as the largest Departments and those with the 

longest history had rooms from the basement up.)  The 

Professor’s room was on the ground floor just to the right within the department entrance. 

 

Soddy’s field was the study of radioactivity, now seen as Physics but then seen as Chemistry.  

Marie Curie had won the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1911 for her discovery of radium and 

polonium.  Ernest Rutherford was amused to be awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 

1908 for ‘the Chemistry of Radioactive substances”, since by then he occupied the Chair of 

Physics at the University of Manchester and is considered the father of nuclear physics.  

Soddy always considered the subject as Chemistry.  As a young graduate he had joined 
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Rutherford at McGill University in Montreal in pioneering work from 1900 to 1903.  

Returning to England he continued the theme of radioactive studies with William Ramsay 

(another Chemistry Nobelist) in London, securing spectroscopic evidence that alpha particles 

were helium ions.  In 1904 he was appointed as Lecturer in Practical Chemistry and Radio-

activity at the University of Glasgow and published his first book on the subject “Radio-

activity, an elementary treatise from the standpoint of the disintegration theory”, which came 

out just after Rutherford’s own book on “Radio-activity”.  It was in Glasgow that Soddy 

realised that atoms of a given element could exist with different atomic weights and he 

introduced the word ‘isotopes’ to describe these.  While at Glasgow he published three further 

books and was elected an FRS. 

 

The Aberdeen University Court can be excused if they thought they were appointing as their 

new Professor of Chemistry a person in full academic flight.  He organised his Department, 

taught the reduced number of students who came during the war, made his chemical expertise 

available for some war-related projects and produced a few academic papers relevant to 

radioactive decay series1.  He is credited with discovering the long-lived isotope of 

Protactinium while at Aberdeen.  It was at Aberdeen, though, that Soddy changed his 

priorities.  His thinking was given wider publicity in a book that collected together some of 

the addresses he had made over his five years at Aberdeen, dedicated “to my students of the 

University of Aberdeen in gratitude for their loyal and sympathetic appreciation2”.   Since the 

addresses were ‘written at a time when millions of young me were being killed in consequence 

of the destinies of scientific nations being in the hands of people of archaic mental outlook, no 

mock deference has been paid to conventional habits of thought.  The times seem to call for 

outspokenness…”.  Outspoken Soddy was.  A recurring theme in the Aberdeen addresses was 

the failure of both university system and society at large to acknowledge the value of science 

“Yet, if one-tenth of one percent of all the added wealth that scientific men have, without 

acknowledgement and without reward, earned for the community were repaid, it would suffice 

them beyond their wildest dreams of avarice, for laboratories and maintenance”.  The 

Aberdeen Addresses were reprinted within two months of publication.   

 

Soddy was on his surest ground when speaking of science.  He widened his theme, becoming 

increasingly political and sympathetic with the working man and woman.  He stood for 

Rector of the University in 1921 but lost out to Lord Home.  After moving from Aberdeen to 

Oxford, his old Alma Mater, he more or less abandoned his chemical research, to the distress 

of Oxford academics.  In their day his writings on peace-keeping, the need for monetary 

reform, European federalism and personal development3 were considered on the fringe, if not 

beyond it.  Today, though, his writings on such subjects are seen as key texts in ecological 

economics, more relevant now than his Nobel Prize winning Chemistry.   

 

Chemistry is not explicitly part of the Natural Philosophy Collection that has set the scope of 

these pieces but it is hard to ignore a Nobel Prize winning member of staff and, moreover, 

radioactivity is now considered as Physics.  The unexpected twist to the story is that the 

would-be social reforming Frederick Soddy, whose writings people are reading today and one 

of whose legacies is the ‘Frederick Soddy Trust’, began his new ‘career’ at Marischal 

College.  If you want to see a plaque commemorating Soddy the chemist, you will need to go 

to the University of Glasgow. 

John S. Reid 
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