Swiss J Geosci (2021) 114:7
https://doi.org/10.1186/s00015-021-00387-5

%mssclnat“

Swiss Journal of Geosciences

In memoriam: John Ramsay (1931-2021)

Neil Mancktelow”

Prof. John Ramsay, who contributed so much to field-
based structural geology research and teaching over his
varied and intense career, died on 12 January 2021, only a
few months short of his 90th birthday.

John had a real passion for the geometric beauty of
rocks, especially deformed rocks, which he quietly but
enthusiastically instilled into a large number of students
and colleagues over the years. His photographs of rocks
and thin sections, as well as his remarkably detailed and
clear field maps, were natural works of art. This was
a basic tenet of his whole career, from his PhD at Loch
Monar in Scotland to the amazing maps he was still
producing in the Glenelg area, also in Scotland, as pre-
sented at the poster session of the 2014 Tectonic Stud-
ies Group (TSG) meeting in Cardiff. In his books, papers
and lectures, John presented methods for the description,
analysis, and interpretation of these naturally observed
structures that are now fundamental to modern struc-
tural geology.

The irony is that John may never have followed a sci-
entific career. His other passion was music, having stud-
ied cello in his youth. He had the great fortune of being
assigned to the orchestra of the Corps of Royal Engineers
during his compulsory military service and it was a dif-
ficult decision subsequently whether to continue a career
in music or in science.

Luckily for science, he went on to study at Imperial
College London, progressing to his PhD and joining the
teaching staff. During this period, he published his first
and still classic textbook “Folding and Fracturing of
Rocks” and started a Master’s course in structural geol-
ogy, which was hugely influential and whose attendees
are like a who's who of the next generation of interna-
tional structural geologists. While at Imperial he was also
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an initiator of the UK Tectonic Studies Group, organising
its first meeting in 1970. He then moved as Professor and
Head of Department to Leeds University for a short time
before taking up a position in 1977 at ETH Zurich While

Fig. 1 John Ramsay during his time at ETH Zurich, 1980 (Image:
ETH Library). Copyright Notice: ETH-Bibliothek Zirich, Bildarchiv /
Fotograf: Unbekannt

Fig. 2 John Ramsay during an excursion and mapping course in

Scotland, 1986 (Image: Neil Mancktelow)

©The Author(s) 2021. This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and

the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material
in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material
is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the
permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativeco

mmons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

7 Page 2 of 2

continuing to strongly support and personally participate
in field-based studies, both in the Alps and internation-
ally, John also instigated laboratories for microstructural
analysis and analogue deformation. His love for the field
and for natural observation was a fundamental part of his
teaching and he introduced and led many field mapping
courses and excursions. As well as numerous papers he
also, as lead author, eventually published three different
volumes of textbooks on “The Techniques of Modern
Structural Geology”.

At 60, John retired early with his wife Dorothee to a
farm in the Ardeéche region of France, where he found
more time to devote himself to his earlier passion of
music, both teaching and running workshops. He also
had time to compose: four of his string quartets are
already available commercially, played by the renowned
Fitzwilliam String Quartet (METIER MSV 28528). He
still found time for geology, attending conferences,
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leading excursions and, as noted above, continuing field
mapping, especially in the Glenelg area. Unfortunately,
John is now no longer with us — he will be missed but
very much remembered.
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