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When Martin Bott matriculated at Cambridge, in 1948, he intended to study 
mathematical physics, but at the end of his first year, Martin joined a geological 
expedition to Spitsbergen, where the party fell into a crevasse.  It was as he was 
climbing out of the crevasse, Martin has confided, that he decided he wanted to 
become a geologist.   

When Martin came to Durham in 1954, he was already engaged in the measurement 
of gravity to determine the structure of major igneous intrusions, work which he 
extended to the structure of sedimentary basins. He discovered the sedimentary 
basins in the Faroes-Shetland area, currently the subject of intense oil exploration, 
the basins in the Irish Sea, and many of the buried granites in the UK. As part of 
these investigations, Martin developed techniques to model both gravity and 
magnetic anomalies with realistic shapes, for which he wrote machine code and 
computer programs in an IBM language called PL1. He was a pioneer in developing 
this modelling approach for interpreting gravity and magnetic data. 

In the early 1970s, combining the measurement and interpretation of gravity and 
magnetic anomalies with large-scale seismic surveys at sea, Martin set about 
discovering the crustal structure of continental margins, particularly that of northwest 
Europe and its conjugate eastern Greenland margin, including Iceland, the Faroes, 
and the Iceland-Faroes Ridge. He complemented this survey work by reconstructing 
past geometries of the northeast Atlantic from the interpretation of oceanic magnetic 
anomalies. Martin has contributed much to the understanding of the processes of 
continental break-up, particularly in the setting of a volcanic hot spot. 

Martin was one of the first geophysicists to use the finite-element method for 
evaluating and modelling deformation of the Earth's lithosphere. He championed the 
technique in this country, despite the disapproval of some geophysicists who 
seemed to think that it was a form of cheating, and that only elegant analytical 
approaches were worthy of consideration. That argument had not dissuaded the 
engineering community, and it did not dissuade Martin either. Many important 
structures and processes in the Earth are not amenable to classical analysis, and 
numerical approaches provide the only practical solution. With his research students, 
Martin applied the finite-element method and similar approaches to a wide range of 
situations such as convergent and divergent plate boundaries, and continental 
margins.  In his own research, Martin has used the technique to model the driving 
mechanisms of plate tectonics. 



 

Martin has supervised 45 PhD students, many of whom applied directly to him from 
overseas. The reason why so many wanted to come to Durham to work with him was 
because Martin has always been comfortable working at the boundaries of geology 
and geophysics. He is that rare breed, a geological geophysicist, meaning someone 
who is comfortable with geophysical theory and data analysis techniques, and uses 
geophysics to address important geological problems. There have been others, but 
experts in the field acknowledge Martin as the grand master. 

Chancellor, I present Martin Bott to receive the Chancellor’s Medal. 
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