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James Clerk Maxwell

“My soul’s an amphicheiral
knot,” proclaimed the great-
est mathematical physicist
of the nineteenth century.
Many are familiar with
James Clerk Maxwell for his
elegant equations describ-
ing the electromagnetic field
or for his profound ideas
about the kinetic theory of
gases and thermodynamics.
Fewer know that Maxwell
was a compulsive poet. This
is the story of Maxwell’s last
poem, written during his
final days in 1878. An enig-
matic piece, expressed with
odd references to topology,
cosmology, and evolution, Paradoxical Ode in fact
reflects Maxwell’s private thoughts about the rela-
tionship between science and religion, choice and
chance, death and eternity.

Paradoxical Ode was composed for a close
friend, the Scottish physicist Peter Guthrie Tait.
The two had known each other since their school
days at Edinburgh Academy. In 1867 Tait had dem-
onstrated the mutual interaction of smoke-rings in
his laboratory for the benefit of William Thomson
(the recently knighted Lord Kelvin). Thomson
rashly proposed a “vortex atom theory”, assert-
ing that knotted vortices in the ether comprise all
chemical elements. Tait was now laboring hard to
classify knots.

The original version of Paradoxical Ode was
written on three sheets of plain paper. It is pre-
served in a scrapbook that was recently donated
to the James Clerk Maxwell Foundation, Edinburgh,
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by a relative of Tait. The poem was published in
The Life of James Clerk Maxwell, an extensive and
definitive biography written in 1882 by Lewis
Campell and William Garnett. It has since been re-
produced many times, often altered and with little
or no explanation. The poem appears below in its
original form including Maxwell’s indentation.

Superscripts in the poem and text refer to end-
notes. Some words and phrases in the poem reap-
pear later in boldface as they are explained.

To Hermann Stoffkraft, Ph.D.
A Paradoxical Ode
After Shelley

My soul’s an amphicheiral knot
Upon a liquid vortex wrought
By Intellect in the Unseen residing,
While thou dost like a convict sit
With marlinspikel untwisting it
Only to find my knottiness abiding;2
Since all the tools for my untying
In four-dimensioned space are lying,
Where playful fancy intersperses
Whole avenues of universes;
Where Klein and Clifford fill the void
With one unbounded, finite homaloid,
Whereby the Infinite3 is hopelessly destroyed.

But when thy Science lifts her pinions
In Speculation’s wild dominions,

| treasure every dictum thou emittest;
While down the stream# of Evolution
We drift, and look for no solution

But that of the survival of the fittest.>
Till in that twilight of the gods
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