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it LEONARD SALOMON ORNSTEIN 

'•1 1880-1941 

Ornstein was bom in Nijmegen on 12 November 1880 into a mer­
chant family. He attended the HBS in Nijmegen and The Hague, 
and studied theoretical physics at the University of Leiden from 1898 
to 1908, obtaining his doctorate under Lorentz on a dissertation on 
applications of Gibbs's statistical mechanics on theoretical molecular 
problems. After serving as an assistant to Lorentz, Ornstein became 
lecturer of mathematical physics at the university of Groningen in 
1909. At Groningen, Ornstein continued his research on the applica­
tion of Gibbs's statistical mechanics to non ideal gases. 

In 1914 Omstein succeeded Debije in the chair of mathematical 
physics at Utrecht. In 1920, Omstein became acting director of the 
Physics Institute at the University of Utrecht, and in 1925, upon the 
death of Julius, he became permanent director. Between 1920 and 
1940, the Physics Institute was intemationally known for its measure­
ments of the intensity of spectral lines, performed by Ornstein and 
his collaborators. But he also continued his previous research on 
statistical mechanics, Brownian motion, light quanta, the kinetic 
theoiy of solids, and the theoiy of magnetism. To these areas he 
added measurements of band spectra, the Raman Effect, proportions 
of isotopes in substances, and the fine structure and measurement of 
spark discharges. 

Omstein was also interested in practical problems. In 1926 he was 
a consultant on the installation of electric streetlights in The Hague, 
and the following years he wrote and lectured on the relationship 
between universities and industry. In 1935 he founded with A. J. 
Kluyver at Delft the cooperative Biophysics Group Utrecht-Delft. 
The group investigated photosynthesis in single-celled green organ­
isms as well as bioluminescence. 

Omstein was active in Jewish affairs as well as in his profession. 
From 1918 to 1922, he was chairman of the Netherlands Zionist 
Society, and from 1939 to 1940 he sei-ved as President of the Dutch 
Society for Physics (Nederlandsche Natuurkundige Vereeniging). In 
November of 1940 he was dismissed from his chair because of his 
Jewish parentage and was forbidden even to set foot in his laboratory. 
He died on 20 May 1941. 
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