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Remembering John Frederick Nye 

Michael Berry, Memorial Woodlands (near Bristol), 26 January 2019 

John’s family asked me to say a few words about him. I will concentrate on 
John as a scientist, but it is impossible to separate his science from his 
character: he was very much a whole man. 

 He was – putting it roughly – a theoretical physicist. I need to deconstruct 
that. The common image is of someone struggling to discover the fundamental 
laws of nature, governing the smallest particles, the distant past of  the 
universe…. What John did, and indeed most theorists do, is fundamental in a 
different way: to apply the physics we already have, and try to understand the 
world as we find it. What separated John from other practioners of this craft was 
the originality, consummate skill and impeccable taste with which he pursued it. 

  He made contributions, recognised worldwide, to our understanding of 
crystals, ice and light. In crystals, he studied the defects that disrupt the 
regularity of the arrangement of their atoms – in the spirit of our colleague 
Charles Frank “Crystals are like people: it is their imperfections that make them 
interesting.” In ice, he understood how, over decades, centuries, millennia, they 
flow and crack; he was a universally respected glaciologist: President of the 
International Glaciological Society, who received the coveted Seligman Crystal 
(“awarded from time to time to one who has made an outstanding scientific 
contribution to glaciology so that the subject is now enriched”). In light, he 
exposed the fine details of the geometry of the electric and magnetic fields 
comprising light. His insights penetrated to the heart of every subject he focused 
his attention on. His style reflected – more correctly, did much to establish – the 
distinctive Bristol approach to physics: geometrical and pictorial, with 
mathematics as the servant rather than the master. His scientific papers, and his 
two books, stand as works of literature as well as science: masterpieces of 
clarity, concise, elegant.  

 I said that describing John as a theoretical physicist was “putting it 
roughly”. He was more: when he occasionally carried out experiments, or, as in 
his ice years, went on field trips (often to remote and hazardous places), this 
was to confront his theoretical ideas with direct experience of the phenomena.   

 Let me quote John Wettlaufer, writing from Yale:  

“I learned a great deal, technically and personally, from [John] and 
Georgiana.  I recall a visit to Bristol in 1994 in which I was (unfortunately) in 
the … position of criticizing a piece of work by Charles Frank, and John 
masterfully saved me from being eaten alive…  [such was the variety of his 
research, that] if someone looks [John Nye] up in a scientific database it would 
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…[seem]… that there are multiple individuals with the same name and 
affiliation.  … John had a herculean influence on so many fields and people, in 
such a subtle and subdued manner…[he was a] jewel of theoretical physics and 
geophysics”.   

 “Subtle and subdued” well describes John as a person.  Here I speak from 
experience: John was my first – actually my only – senior scientific 
collaborator. I remember our first scientific conversation about fifty years ago 
(before our serious collaboration started); it was about the curious distortions of 
distant street lights when viewed in the rain at night through glasses spattered 
with raindrops. From John I learned directly what it means to be an English 
scientific gentleman. He was the epitome: wise, engaged, determined yet always 
polite, with a gentle wit, and always giving due credit to others. He was a quiet 
man who did not need to shout. 

 In his final years, his engagement in science continued at full strength. He 
was physically too frail to come to the university, so he worked at home, from 
morning till night, lovingly supported, as always, by Georgiana: writing several 
papers every year, and in his nineties mastering the technicalities of 
mathematical software and scientific computer graphics. He never lost his 
intense curiosity. In the days before he died – and echoing that first 
conversation so many years before – he emailed me about the Christmas lights 
in his home, puzzling about how the sharp-pointed stars that appear to radiate 
from them reveal limitations of our vision, and – in a typical flight of 
association – he wondered why the stars on national flags look very different: 
their points are all blunt, not sharp. 

 John will be missed by everyone who knew him, especially Georgiana, 
Stephen, Hilary, Carolyn and his grandchildren. But he had a long life, a full 
life, a creative life, a good life: a life worth celebrating. 


