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Charles Frank funeral eulogy  

(Canford crematorium, Bristol, 16 April 1998) 

We mourn the death of Charles Frank, but that unsentimental man would have wished 
us rather to celebrate his life – a life that  spanned most of this century, was shaped by 
its main events, and, at a crucial moment, helped to determine those events, to the 
benefit of all of us. 

 He was, from surface to core, a scientific man. All his passion went into 
endless and active curiosity about the workings of the physical world. This is not the 
place to enter into details of his discoveries, but I must give a glimpse of their 
enormous scope.  

In nuclear physics, it was Charles who proposed that fusion power – that is, 
the power of sunshine, could be generated using muons. That would be the real cold 
fusion, not the fake version that made such news a few years ago. In the physics of 
solid crystals, it was he who explained how the manner in which they grow depends 
on the defects that mar their perfection. In the physics of liquid crystals, it was his 
paper of 1958, one of whose main purposes was – and I quote – “to urge the revival of 
experimental interest in its subject”, that achieved just that, and incidentally led to the 
technology of liquid-crystal displays, for example those we wear on our wrists. In 
geophysics, he explained the shapes of island arcs. In biochemistry, he showed how 
the mathematics of competition can explain why the molecules of life are 
overwhelmingly of one hand (I mean left-handed or right-handed, but not both).  

The distillation of these achievements into his scientific papers was sparing. If 
he had something to communicate, he wrote one paper, and that was it – like the 
mathematician Gauss, whose writings were “few, but ripe”.    

He had a geometric personality, by which I mean that most of his thinking was 
in pictures. Nobody could forget his literally hand-waving explanations of 
constructions in three (or more) dimensions – while driving. He had a talent for 
inventing brilliant images to explain difficult ideas. For example, this, to illustrate a 
type of stress in a sheet: “Imagine four old men, facing the same way round a square, 
each sucking the beard of his neighbour”. Or, to illustrate those paradoxical materials 
that expand when they are pushed, a balloon filled with wet sand and squeezed – try 
it: it’s very peculiar.  

I remember the first time I saw him, more than thirty years ago, holding forth 
in the physics tea room, in long, looping Frankish sentences, dense with nested 
parentheses but always eventually returning to the point, retailing facts – he loved 
facts, the particularity of real things, although he emphasised that “Physics is not just 
Concerning the Nature of Things, but Concerning the Interconnectedness of all the 
Natures of Things” – recalling facts from his prodigious memory (it has been said of 
him that he never forgot anything he ever heard, read or experienced), puffing sagely 
on the pipe he smoked then (actually he smoked matches rather than tobacco – the 
evidence was the pile on the floor, whose size accurately indicated the length of his 
discourse) - somehow, with his powerful head and the authority in his voice, he 
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reminded me of a lion (I know the same thought came to others) ; perhaps his hair and 
beard contributed to that impression.  

Only once do I remember him being angry; that was in 1968, when I dared to 
enter the Senate House, then occupied by students, to discuss what they were 
revolting about. Otherwise, he was always calm, even when, on a physics department 
boat trip, when we were standing back-to back, my one-year-old daughter leaned over 
my shoulder, and over his shoulder, grabbed his beard, and tugged at it. 

 We physicists, in the department - and also the university and the city - are 
fortunate that he chose Bristol as his home. He was fortunate to have, for more than 
half a century, the support of Maita: loyal, loving, formidable, fiery support. We all 
miss him, but remember the way our lives were enriched by this essentially scientific 
man. 

 
 


