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Obituary 
Professor Sir Ronald Nyholm 
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THE tragic death of Sir Ronald Nyholm 
in a car accident on December 4, 1971 , 
will come as a sad blow to all who have 
ever come in contact with him. 

Born in 1917, Ronald Nyholm gradu
a ted from the University of Sydney, 
Australia, in 1938, and then joined the 
staff of Sydney Technical College before 
moving to England as an ICI FeHow in 
1947. Nyholm was one of the immedi
ate post-war group who founded in 
University College Chemistry Depart
me:it an active colony of Australian 
chemistry which persists to this day. At 
University College he readily interacted 
with the local attitude to chemistry and 
found , in particular, rapport with the 
philosophy of Sir Christopher Ingold 
who was the head of the department. 
After returning to Australia in 1952 as 
an Associate Professor of Chemistry at 
the University of Technology in Sydney 
he assumed a chair of chemistry at 
University College London in 1955, 
where he became head of the depa rt
ment in 1966 on the death of Professor 
E. D. Hughes. 

Ron Nyholm's impact on inorganic 
chemistry has been tremendous. He was 
one of a small band of inorganic 
chemists who in the immediate post-war 
years established the present discipline 
and transposed it from the essential 
factual approach of the pre-war years 
to the physico-chemical based discipline 
of today. In particular his interest in 
transition metal chemistry, coupled with 
his fluency in lecturing and presenting 
an att~active thesis, helped to direct the 
course of inorganic chemistry in Britain. 

The title of his inaugural address at 
University College, The Renaissance of 
Inorganic Chemistry, was apt; in this, he 
developed the theme that was to prove 
his basic philosophy for the next sixteen 
years, namely a total integration of 
chemistry, with physical chemistry pro
viding a tool for the rationalization of 
inorganic chemistry and with organo
metallic chemistry as a natural and fruit
ful bridge between inorganic and organic 
chemistry. 

Nyholm's initial research was con
cerned with the coordination chemistry 
of the later transition elements with 
monodentate arsine ligands, an area very 
much in the tradition of Australian in
organic chemistry as initia ted by G . J. 
Burrows. Although Nyholm never pub
lished a paper with Burrows he often 
recounted his debt to this worker who 
in many ways he considered his mentor 
in this field. Much of the early work 
was carried out in collaboration with 
that other great Australian coordination 
chemist, Frank Dwyer, and it is of 
interest that together these workers have 
spread their influence over much of 
Australian and English inorganic 
chemistry. 

On his arrival at University College, 
Nyholm took the opportunity to review 
the factors that influenced the stereo
chemistry of the group VIII elements1 

and bec::ime interested in the potential 
use of magnetic measurements in elucid
ating stereochemical problems for the 
transition elements. This is a theme that 
he proceeded to develop with consider
able success for the next twenty years. 
His application of magnetic measure
ments to chemical problems was the 
first of a series of adaptations of physical 
methods to inorganic chemistry and his 
interest in the development of instrumen
tation was an important factor in his 
work. He had the facility to recognize 
the potential use of many of the newer 
physical methods that developed after 
1950, and was a prime mover in the 
adaptation of vibration, electronic and 
magnetic spectroscopy in the widest 
possible forms to inorganic problems. 
Nyholm was nevertheless primarily a 
synthetic inorganic chemist who always 
enjoyed preparing a new compound. 

The initial preparative work he carried 
out in London was in the area of poly
dentate arsine derivatives, and after 
some work on tertiary arsine complexes, 
his attention was taken with the di-ter
tiary arsine, orthophenylenebisdimethyl
arsine (diarsin), initially discovered by 

Chatt and Mann. This ligand provided 
Nyholm with the degree of versatility 
he was seeking and for the next twenty 
years he proceeded to use this as a 
stabilizing group to uncover larger areas 
of interesting transition metal chemistry. 
His paper on the trivalent and tetra
valent complexes of nickel2 was the first 
of a series of publications dealing with 
uncommon oxidation states of transition 
metal ions stabilized by diarsine. He 
further utilized this ligand in establish
ing the then unusual coordination num
ber, and stereochemical arrangements of 
three, five, seven and eight groups for a 
variety of elements and in particular the 
arrangements of seven and eight co
ordination for first row transition 
elements. He always attempted to 
establish the presence and arrangements 
of complexes of this type by appeal to 
physical methods while rationalizing 
their stability and structure in terms of 
thermodynamic and quantum mech
anical theory. 

One of Nyholm's real contributions 
was his insight into the generalities of 
a subject and his publications have been 
punctuated by a liberal interjection of 
review articles in which he attempted to 
summarize an area with particular em
phasis on the generalities underlying the 
subject. Perha ps the most significant of 
all these was his Tilden lecture of 1960, 
in which he reviewed the use of ioniza
tion potential-promotion energy data 
to the understanding of the reactivity 
and stereochemistry of transition metal 
complexes and the overall relationship 
between electron structure and con
figuration of transition metal complexes3. 
This work provides us with one of the 
best summaries of the salient factors in 
the field . This facility for seeing the 
general, coupled with his lucidity in 
speech, made him one of the most 
popular lecturers on both the national 
and international scene. 

Nyholm's researches in transition 
metal chemistry ranged over all possible 
areas but were particularly concerned 
with metal carbonyl, metal-metal bonded 
systems, unusual stereochemistries and 
more recently in the reactivity of co
ordinated organic groups. He was a 
prime mover in the development of 
ligand field theory to inorganic com
plexes and with Ingold and Tobe initi
ated mechanistic studies in transition 
metal complexes. There are few fields 
of transition metal chemistry in which 
Nyholm did not make a significant con
tribution. Recently his expertise in co-
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ordination chemistry was extended to the 
complexes formed by the alkali metals 
~nd alkaline earth elements with a 
variety of polydentate ligands, under the 
auspices of the ARC. This work em
phasized his view that coordination 
chemistry was an approach to chemistry 
rather than a branch of it and brought 
his interests into the bio-inorganic 
chemical scene. Nyholm's influence in 
chemistry will continue for many years 
not only through his published work but 
also through his students. All who 
came in contact with him as a research 
worker were impressed by his attitudes 
to his chemistry and certainly many will 
perpetuate the Nyholm philosophy of 
the subject. 

In addition to his research, Nyholm 
made his impact on virtually all aspects 
of chemistry. In teaching he was in
terested in the problems of the school, 
the technical college and the University. 
His chairmanship of the Nuffield Schools 
chemical project was active and his 
attempts to influence the course of 
teaching of chemistry realistic. His 
efforts to transpose difficult theoretical 
concepts to an understandable form, at 
the school level, often posed his col
leagues with testing questions in their 
own discipline which plumbed their own 
understanding. Thus the utilization of 
the lone-pair repulsion theory in con
sidering the stereochemistry of inorganic 
molecules, with R. J. Gillespie, allowed 
for an inclusion of stereochemical con
sideration _into the 'O' level chemistry 
course, adding a third dimension to 
school chemistry courses. His influence 
on ONC and HNC courses of inorganic 
chemistry in technical colleges was also 
profound and his recent development 
into first year university teaching of 

(Continued from p. 140) 

chemistry emphasized his progressive 
attitude to the teaching of the subject. 
Of the many committees with which 
Nyholm was associated, his educational 
interests were of considerable import
ance to him, both on the national and 
international level. 

His contributions in the areas of in
dustry and government committees were 
also significant. In particular his active 
participation in the SRC, both on 
general committees and as chairman of 
the chemical committee, allowed his 
liberal and realistic views to be felt. He 
was a prime mover in the recent merger 
of the various Chemical Societies, and 
during his tenure of the office of Presi
dent of the Chemical Society he actively 
pursued the policy to a successful con
clusion. 

Rightly during his chemical career, 
Nyholm received many accolades in
cluding several honorary degrees and 
numerous other awards. He was elected 
a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1958, 
and was knighted in 1967. He was 
President of the Chemical Society from 
1968 to 1970 and President of the 
Association for Science Education in 
1967. 

Ron Nyholm's influence on inorganic 
chemistry has been deep and he will be 
sadly missed as a chemist; but many 
people will miss him primarily as a 
friend. The students, friends and scien
tists who have shared in the hospitality 
of his household will recognize that 
he was principally a family man, and 
will wish to extend their sympathy to 
his family at this time. 

1 Quart. Rev., 3, 321 (1949). 
2 Nature, 165, 154 (1950). 
3 Proc. Chem. Soc., 273 (1961). 
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Announcements 
Appointments 
Professor B. C. L. Weedon has been 
reappointed chairman of the Food Addi
tives and Contaminants Committee; 
Professor F. Aylward, Dr J. H. Hamence, 
Mr J. Saunders and Professor E. F. 
Williams have been reappointed to the 
committee, and Dr W. C. Fulton and 
Professor M. Ingram have been appointed 
as additional members. 

Miscellaneous 
The sixth Stephen Rothman award of the 
Society for Investigative Dermatology 
Inc. will be presented to Dr William 
Montagna, director of the Oregon 
Regional Primate Center. 

The Steacie prize for 1971 has been 
awarded to Professor G. A. Gratzer, 
University of Manitoba. The award is 
made annually in commemoration of 
Dr E. W. R. Steacie, president of the 
National Research Council of Canada 
during 1951-62, and consists of a cash 
award of $1,500. 

The Lomonosov gold medals for 1971-
the highest annual award of the Soviet 
Academy of Sciences, traditionally 
awarded to one Soviet and one foreign 
scientist each year-have been awarded to 
Academician Viktor Amazaspovich Am
bartsumyan of the Armenian SSR for his 
outstanding achievements in astronomy 
and astrophysics, and to Professor Hannes 
Alfven of Sweden for "outstanding 
achievements in the field of plasma 
physics and astrophysics". 
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