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Foreword 

At a meeting in Bangalore in 1988, marking the birth centenary of the Nobel Laureate 
C V Raman, I was asked to give several additional lectures in place of overseas 
speakers who had cancelled. During one of those talks, I suddenly realised that 
underlying each of them was one or more contributions by Sir George Gabriel Stokes. 
Understanding divergent series, phenomena involving polarised light, fluid motion, 
refraction and diffraction by sound and of sound, Stokes theorem (I didn’t know then 
that he learned it from Kelvin)...the list seemed endless. 

My enthusiasm thus ignited, I acquired Stokes’s collected works and explored 
the vast range and originality of his physics and mathematics (separately and in 
combination). Paul Dirac was certainly wrong in his uncharacteristically ungenerous 
assessment (reported by John Polkinghorne), dismissing Stokes as “... a second-rate 
Lucasian Professor”.  On the contrary, in every subject he touched his contributions 
were definitive, and influenced all who followed. Perhaps Dirac failed to understand, 
as we do now, that discovering new laws of nature is not the only fundamental 
science: equally fundamental is discovering and understanding phenomena hidden in 
the laws we already know.   

I resolved to learn more about Stokes’s origins. So did Alastair Wood, who 
organised a visit with our families to the village of Skreen, on the west coast of 
Ireland south of Sligo, where Stokes spent his early years. His father had been a 
Church of Ireland minister, caring for a flock scattered over four fishing villages; 
inside the church in Skreen is a plaque celebrating his work there. As we drove up to 
the modern house replacing the one where Stokes was born (which had burned down), 
the woman living there – wife of the local doctor – approached us: “You must be 
from Dublin, about the whale”.  Over a generous and suddenly improvised lunch, we 
learned that a dead whale had been washed up on the beach, and she learned what a 
great scientist Stokes had been. 

In this welcome celebration of the bicentenary of Stokes’s birth, chapters by 
distinguished authors span aspects of his life, his beliefs, and of course the many 
fields of science in which he excelled. 

Michael Berry, University of Bristol 

 
 


