
 
 

John Charles Fields 
 
John Charles Fields was born in Hamilton, Ontario, then Upper Canada, in 1863. Fields graduated 
from the University of Toronto in 1884, and then left to study at Johns Hopkins University. Fields 
was awarded a Ph.D. in 1887. Fields was understandably dissatisfied with the state of mathematics 
in North America at that time, and in 1891 he left for Europe to spend the next 10 years there, 
combining a modest inheritance from his parents with economical living habits. Fields returned to 
Canada in 1902 as a special lecturer at the University of Toronto. He remained at the University of 
Toronto for the rest of his life, and became a Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada in 1909 and of 
the Royal Society of London in 1913. Fields worked tirelessly to promote mathematical research.  

Soon after his return from Europe, he lobbied the Ontario Legislature for support for research. He 
persuaded the government to provide the University of Toronto with a special annual research grant 
of $75,000, a significant sum at a time when professors earned less than $1,000 per year. He also 

devoted his efforts to the establishment of the National Research Council (from which the National Science and Engineering 
Research Council of Canada later developed) and the Ontario Research Foundation. The Royal Canadian Institute, founded in 
1849 by Sandford Fleming, was another of Fields’s endeavors. He served as its President between 1919 and 1925, and attempted to 
transform it into an instrument for the promulgation of scientific thought as well as a center for actual research. To that end, he spent 
much time and money in persuading distinguished scientists to lecture to the membership of the Institute and the public. Through 
Fields’s efforts, Toronto was chosen in 1922 as the venue of the 1924 International Congress of Mathematicians. He, almost 
single-handedly, organized it and worked tirelessly during the next two years to ensure its success, far from assured at the time 
because of the political controversy.  

Fields is of course best known for establishing what is now known as the “Fields Medal”–the premier award in Mathematics, often called the 
“Nobel Prize in Mathematics”. After completing the proceedings of the 1928 Congress, he proceeded with the planning of the award of the first 
medals, but fell ill in May of 1932 and died in August. Just before his death, with his friend and colleague J.L.Synge at his bedside, he made 
his will. It included an amount of $47,000 to be added to the funds for the medal. Fields is buried in the Hamilton Cemetery.  
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