William Rowan Hamilton was born at midnight on 3 August 1805. His father was land agent to

Archibald Hamilton Rowan, Killyleagh, Co. Down. Hamilton Rowan, an active United Irish-

man, wa

imprisoned, escaped and lived in exile in Philadelphia for several years. At great
personal expense, William’s facher paved the way for Rowan’s return to Down. The Hamilton family’s ensuing
straitened circumstances may have contributed to William being sent, aged three, to live with his uncle James,
who ran the diocesan school at Trim, Co. Meath. William remained there until he entered TCD in 1823. His
uncle taught him a range of oriental and modern languages, Hebrew and the classics. Mathematics was not
within James's competence, but recognising his nephew’s computational skills, he gave William a copy of Lloyd's

Analytical geometry, thereby exposing him to the world of mathematics.

At TCD, Hamilton was a brilliant student, producing his first major paper, “Theory of systems of rays’, and
being appointed Andrews professor of astronomy, all before graduating! Hamilton’s work showed that the en-
tire optical system and all solutions for paths of light rays through the system could be completely described
by one characteristic function. This function led Hamilton to deduce the existence of a new optical phenom-
enon, conical refraction. This was the first prediction of a new physical effect on the sole basis of the mathe-

matical structure of a theory: it established Hamilton’s international reputation and he was knighted in 1835.

Hamilton next published two groundbreaking papers on dynamics

Erwin Schrédinger (1887-1961) gave the
Hamilton formulation a central role in his construction of quantum mechanics.

Below: Detail from the pocket book in which Hamilton first
entered the fundamental formulae of quaternions. J. R. Colthurst,

“The Icosian Calculus’, Proc. RIA 50 (1944-5). Courtesy of the
Board of Trinity College Dublin. @ TCD
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Hamilton’s most celebrated achievement was in the area of abstract algebra,

o with his discovery of quaternions, the inspiration for which came to him

. on 16 October 1843, en route from his home at Dunsink Observatory

to a meeting at the Academy. He scratched the formulae of quater-

nion multiplication onto the stonework of Brougham Bridge. This
discovery paved the way for vector calculus and quaternions have

been widely used for three-dimensional modelling.

Hamilton was president of the Academy 1837—46. He was the
i first foreign associate elected to the American National Acad-

emy of Sciences. Throughout his life, Hamilton retained an in-
terest in literature and poetry and was a
friend of Wordsworth, Coleridge,
> ‘Speranza’ (L"xdy Wilde) and
\A’\\ Maria Edgeworth.
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Richard Kirwan (1733-1812), chemist, mineralogist, meteorologist and philosopher, was second

president of the Academy.

Raised at Cregg Castle, Co. Galway, Kirwan was educated in France and was destined for the priesthood. How-
ever, in 1755, on the death of his elder brother in a duel, he returned to Ireland. He married Anne Blake of
Menlough Castle, assembled a laboratory there and began to amass a library. He read for the Bar at London
but only practised for two years. He then spent almost a decade studying the physical and chemical sciences
and learning modern languages. He lived in London, 1777-87, where he was an active member of the Coffee
House Philosophical Society, contributing to the debates on chemistry. In 1782, he was awarded the Royal So-
ciety’s Copley Medal for his work on ‘chemical affinity’. This work contributed to the establishment of Richter’s

law of reciprocal proportions.

irwan's Essay on phlogiston caused the most controversy of his many publications. In the eighteenth century
Ki Essay hlogist d th y of h y publ In the cigh I Y
phlogiston was thought to be a component of all combustible bodies. Kirwan considered phlogiston to be

‘inflammable air’. In time, experimental evidence disproved the

phlogiston theory and in 1791 Kirwan publicly announced his
AR conversion to the eminent French scientist Lavoisier’s views!

His important Elements of mineralogy is featured on the next panel

and his large body of work in the field of meteorology is described

o
@
PHE S 618 = on the Weather panel.
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He also pondered questions of time
NSTITCTION aw acips, § and space, happiness and liberty,

i} publishing Metaphysical essays
(1809). His title, Logic (1807),
written for students of law,

§ considered the application of

probability theory in rela-
tion to events and the cred-
ibility of witnesses in this
context. He also argued
for the unacceptability
of the use of torture as

a means of extracting 3

evidence.

Above: Title page of Kirwan's An essay on phlogision  Kirwan was highly regarded
and the constitution of acids, 1st edn. (1787). 25 alscientist; helwas a.fel-
: Richard Kirwan, Philosophical Mg
Magazine 13 (1802). low of the Royal Society of

Edinburgh and the Royal

Society (London) and was an honorary member of several European

academies and of the American Philosophical Society.

During his lifetime he amassed a large collection of scientific
books. In 1781, part of his early collection fell victim to Amer-
ican privateers. The collection was sold by auction in Salem
(Mass.), eventually forming part of the library of Salem
Athenacum. After his death, exercising the offer of
first refusal on his books, the Academy acquired
what constitutes an excellent example of an

cighteenth-century chemists library.







