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Charles Bradfield Morrey Jr. was born 23 July 1907 in Columbus, Ohio, into an academic family; his 
father was a professor of bacteriology at Ohio State University, and his mother was president of a school 
of music in Columbus.  Morrey received his early education in the public schools of Columbus and, then, 
spent  the  1922-23 school year at Staunton Military Academy (SMA) as a private in C Company.    

After graduation from SMA, “Charles entered Ohio State University from which he received a B.A. 
degree in 1927 and  an  M.A. degree in 1928.  He was granted a Ph.D. degree from Harvard University in 
1931, and after occupying a National Research Council Fellowship for two years, he accepted a position 
in the Department of Mathematics at the University of  California,  Berkeley where, except for occasional 
visiting appointments at other universities and a term of service as mathematician at the Ballistic 
Research Laboratory at the Aberdeen Proving Grounds during the Second World War, he remained until 
he retired in 1973.  

“Morrey's first mathematical contributions involved a precise characterization of surfaces of finite 
Lebesque area. This problem, posed by K. Menger, was solved completely, and established Morrey as a 
strong figure in analysis. Then Morrey began his major work on problems in the calculus of variations 
and those elliptic partial differential equations associated with these problems. His first outstanding 
achievement was his 1938 paper on quasi-linear elliptic partial differential equations. By an ingenious 
technique he was able to obtain far reaching generalizations of many earlier results on elliptic equations. 
This work stimulated research on general nonlinear elliptic theory throughout the world, research which 
continues to the present day.  



“In 1943 he published his basic work on  multiple integral problems in the calculus of variations (six 
papers in the form of a monograph). These results constitute the steps needed  in the solution of  two of  
the famous 23 problems (the 19th and 20th) posed by Hilbert at the International Congress in 1900. The 
methods devised by Morrey are among the most powerful in linear and nonlinear analysis. For some time 
he had been using certain function spaces which he invented and which turned out to be just the right tool 
for solving a variety of difficult problems. Because of a historical fluke (he published his results in a 
journal that was not widely distributed) these spaces, which now are used for a wide variety of problems 
in analysis, are called Sobolev spaces rather than Morrey spaces or Morrey-Sobolev spaces. The work he 
accomplished on multiple integrals in the calculus of variations is now generally acknowledged as 
definitive.  

“Morrey first attacked the problem of Plateau (finding the surface of minimum area spanning a given 
closed curve in space) before World War II but published his results only some time after the war. He 
considered the problem in Riemann spaces of great generality, and he showed that the minimizing 
surfaces have the appropriate smoothness.  

“A problem with a long history is that of the analytic embedding of abstract real-analytic manifolds. 
Many partial results had been obtained before Morrey solved the problem in his famous 1958 paper. He 
accomplished this by extending the problem into the complex domain and then showing that the real part 
provided the right answer.  

“A brief mention should be given to other areas Morrey investigated: (1) He wrote papers on the 
variational problems of harmonic integrals; (2) he obtained results on the analyticity of solutions of 
analytic differential equations; (3) he established existence and differentiability theorems for elliptic 
equations, both linear and nonlinear.  

“Finally, it should be mentioned that in a long paper in mathematical physics, he showed how to derive 
the equations of hydrodynamics from those for statistical mechanics. This unusual basic result which 
contains many difficult technical aspects is a major achievement in connecting the discrete view of 
physics to the continuum view of fluids. An adjunct to his work on these applications is a technical report 
he wrote in Wave Propagation in Solids which is concerned with spherically symmetric explosions in an 
elastic-plastic medium.  

“Morrey was a very effective teacher. His book University Calculus was the forerunner of the highly 
successful sequence of texts on calculus and analytic geometry written in collaboration with M.H. Protter. 
These books have had and continue to have a wide influence on both university and high school teaching 
of mathematics. Morrey was also a successful teacher at the advanced level, and at least 17 Ph.D. 
dissertations were written under his supervision.  

“Responsibility fell on Morrey early and often. He served as a member or chairman of many University 
committees and chaired the Department of Mathematics during the years 1949-54, which was a period of 
great stress because of the loyalty oath controversy.  Morrey also served on the boards and committees of 
many professional organizations, in particular the American Mathematical Society, the National Research 
Council, the National Science Foundation, and the International Mathematical Union. He was president of 
the American Mathematical Society during 1967-68. The University later established the Charles B. 
Morrey Jr. Assistant Professorships in Mathematics in his honor.  

“Charles Morrey's scientific accomplishments and his administrative abilities were complemented by a 
very real gift for friendship. He had a charming sense of humor--with a weakness for spoonerisms--and a 
continuing concern for people, for mathematics, and for music. The University and the mathematics 



profession are the better for his endeavors. He was survived by his wife, Frances, and their three 
children.”  

(Quoted portions above by J. L. Kelley, D. H. Lehmer, and  R. M. Robinson.) 
 
In 1933, while an instructor at the Department of Mathematics of the University of California, Berkeley,  
he met Frances Eleonor Moss, who had just started studying for her M.A.  They married in 1937 and had 
three children.   With summers off the family enjoyed traveling: they crossed the United States by car at 
least 20 times, visiting many natural wonders, and looked forward to the American Mathematical Society 
meetings, held each year in August. They usually spent their sabbatical leaves abroad, and doing so they 
visited nearly every European country, witnessing many changes from the 1950s to the 1980s. 
 
In 1985 his widow established the Charles B. Morrey, Jr. Assistant Professorship at the Berkeley 
Mathematics department, to honor his memory. 
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