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After a long illness, Cornell Professor of Physics, Emeritus, Lyman G. Parratt, died on June 29, 1995 at his home 

in Redmond, Oregon. He was born in Salt Lake City, where he was raised and received his public education and 

formative discipline. In 1929, he earned an A.B. degree from the University of Utah with a major in physics, 

holding an assistantship in physics in the year following. He went from there to graduate study in physics at the 

University of Chicago, where he was again an assistant in the Department. After but three years, he was awarded a 

Ph.D. degree in 1932 for his work in X-rays, a field in which during his lifetime he became a recognized authority 

both in concept and in experiment. He carried on in postdoctoral research at Chicago for the year following.

In 1933, he came to Cornell University on a National Research Council Fellowship in F.K. Richtmyer’s group, 

thus beginning a sixty-year association with the Physics Department. In a little over two years, he was appointed 

Instructor, advancing to Associate Professor by 1942, his research and stature in the X-ray field steadily growing. 

But with increasing threat of war, the Navy requested in 1941 that he take leave for work at the Naval Ordinance 

Laboratory in Washington, D.C. for an important effort on submarine detection and the de-magnetization of 

surface ships. The University granted this leave and he spent the next two years at NOL as Physicist and Head of 

the Engineering Division. He was called from that task to Los Alamos early in the Manhattan project and spent 

the rest of the war years as Group Leader in this effort. He returned to Cornell in 1946 and took part with four 

others in the Physics Department’s reorganization, which would put it at the forefront of the nation’s physics 

departments. The reorganization recognized the preeminence of nuclear physics at that time and of the coming 

era of high energy physics. As a result, the Laboratory of Nuclear Studies was established as a major component 

of the Department, and some ten years later, in 1959, Lyman Parratt was chosen as the Department Chair at a 

time of yet a second reorganization. This resulted in the establishment of the Laboratory of Atomic and Solid 

State Physics. Both reorganizations saw administrative difficulties, the second more so than the first. Parratt rode 

through his first term and established some ground rules to be followed if he was to serve a second term. The 

Department agreed, almost eagerly, and he thus served another five years much more agreeably. In his role as 

Department Chair he was ably assisted over many years by his wife, Rhea.

His research greatly lessened with his assumption of the chairship; nevertheless, over the years, he and his students 

published some 80 papers related to X-ray physics (not including many war reports at NOL and at Los Alamos). 
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His abiding interests related to X-rays—spectrographic instrumentation, detectors, production, and utilization. 

This high resolution work led him to consider the effects solid state binding had on x-ray spectra, both in emission 

and absorption, which involved relaxation of outer electrons around an inner electron vacancy. He also studied 

thin films and solid surfaces by means of total x-ray reflection. At the time, his instrumentation and measurements 

were without peer. A 1990 review article on x-ray physics recognized his contributions this way—”the concepts 

he introduced have played central roles in x-ray absorption and emission anomalies so actively investigated ever 

since”. Lyman’s work elucidated the states of multiply excited atoms and greatly extended our understanding of 

atomic structure. With his student, C. Hempstead, he also studied anomalous dispersion in x-ray scattering and 

absorption.

In the latter part of his career, he turned his attention to the study of electronic band structure of solids using x-ray 

spectroscopy. A short paper he wrote in 1958 accurately foretold of the possible uses of synchrotron radiation, 

and the present Cornell High Energy Synchrotron Source is remarkable testimony to his insight. He authored 

an excellent text on experimental error which is still used in teaching the subtleties of probability and statistical 

error in experimental physics. And his chapter on x-rays in Richtmyer and Kennard’s early book, Introduction 

to Modern Physics, remains a classic tutorial on the basic physics of x-rays. He was a great educator as well as an 

outstanding experimental physicist. Even after his retirement in 1973, he maintained his interest in the field and 

was frequently called on for advice and expertise.

In his earlier days, Lyman Parratt was something of an outdoors man and athlete. Favorite tales recall him sharing 

his sleeping bag with a rattlesnake, and of going off in his Chicago days on a canoe trip into the far wilderness of the 

North Woods only to have the aluminum canoe break in half. He was an avid—almost compulsive— tennis player, 

competing even well into his final illness. In the first year here at Cornell, he with another Postdoctoral Fellow, 

cleaned out the Rockefeller Hall attic of accumulated pigeon guano and built there two handball courts, back to 

back, which were widely used by Department personnel, both staff and students. That building improvement is 

long gone. He was a fighter, whether it be for his ideas, in competitive sports, or his ultimate illnesses; it was not 

until the last week or so before his death that at age 87 he finally took to his bed.

He taught in and for many years led Cornell’s long-lived and well known Advanced Laboratory course in physics. 

It was under his supervision that it undertook a continuing modernization which pervades the course even today. 

He had broad interests, and abilities which went well beyond physics. Parratt was vitally concerned with the 

teaching of physics and the concerns of students, initiating a number of innovations at Cornell. He always had 
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the interests of students in mind and he involved them in Department affairs. Following the “student revolution” 

of the sixties, he initiated graduate student participation at the regular Department Monday lunch, where they 

have for long taken part in all but the most confidential of Department affairs. He served actively in the American 

Association of Physics Teachers, and he was a Fellow of the American Physical Society and member of many other 

professional organizations.

He is survived by his wife, Rhea; daughters, Portia Kowalowski of Redmond and Carolyn Schumacker of Salt Lake 

City; and three grandchildren.

Boris Batterman, Paul Hartman, Neil Ashcroft
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