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W. Craig Carter
John W. Cahn: A Life that Defi ned a Discipline

 Our community mourns the loss of one 
its pioneers. John Werner Cahn’s legacy 
was singular in its breadth and depth of 
materials science topics and rigor. His 

cannot be overstated. His ideas, the careers 
that he fostered, and the portals he opened 

our discipline’s fabric. In the eyes of many, 
the meticulous standards that he set for 
himself and his colleagues made him the 
“Conscience of Materials Science.”
 The Selected Works of John Cahn, 
(www.wiley.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/
productCd-087339416X.html) offers 
examples from his breathtaking array 
of theoretical topics that have become 
standards of our discipline. The foreward 
to Selected Works (www.tms.org/Cahn

_Foreword.pdf) provides a catalog 
of John’s contributions. This space is 

 To gain insight into how John was able 
to achieve so much, I encourage you to 

and Spinodal Decomposition,” his 
recounting of spinodal decomposition’s 
historical development (www.tms.org/

skepticism that illustrates the importance 
of an intellect prepared for serendipity. 
John’s discipline of learning new things, 

recurring habit. For instance, his Ph.D. 
thesis—the non-metallurgical topic of 

for someone who would go on to become 
one of our preeminent materials theorists. 
This drive for continuous learning later 
enabled serendipities such as quasicrystals. 

work in a May 2012 interview in JOM: 
“You have to learn without being taught. 
That’s probably the most important thing.” 
A sound principle for any scholar.
 Many claimed that John’s publications 

because these publications should be read 
with the expectation of several re-readings, 
at which point the clarity and rigor of 
John’s thoughts would reveal themselves. 
John’s similarity to his hero, J. Willard 
Gibbs, was no accident. John expected his 
readers to teach themselves. In hindsight, 
his contributions had a sophistication to 

invented theoretical and mathematical 
techniques that have become familiar 
friends in a materials theorist’s toolbox. 

focused study of John’s work.
 Ever the inspiring mentor and a native 
guide for young scientists, John created an 
academic haven at the National Institute 

John W. Cahn, emeritus 
senior fellow, U.S. National 
Institute of Standards and 
Technology, passed away 
on March 14, 2016, at the 
age of 88. He had been a 
TMS member since 1960 
and was a 1983 TMS 
Fellow.
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of Standards and Technology. It was 
home and refuge for countless materials 
scientists. Demanding and intolerant of 
“sloppy thinking”, his criticisms came 
from an earnest desire for truth and to 

Although presenting questions or ideas to 
John was daunting, the rewards surpassed 
expectations.
 Among my fond memories of John 
are hikes we took—a metaphor for 
his mentorship. John would suggest a 
particular route because something might 
be interesting in that direction. I suspected 
he’d been along the path many times 
before. When the view to another hill 
was clear, he would sometimes suggest I 
wander there on my own. If I managed to 
reach a destination and later described it to 
him, it was clear that John had been there 
before. A message for the next generation 
of (classical) materials theorists as they 
follow their own path: look closely, you’re 

 John himself was highly appreciative 
of those whose footsteps he followed, 
repeatedly expressing loyal gratitude and 
fondness to those who fostered his career, 
especially C.S. Smith, J. Hilliard, and D. 
Turnbull.
 Anyone lucky enough to have known 
John will remember his wide and pleasing 

abstract from TMS’s 1983 C.S. Smith 80th 
birthday symposium:

The Microstructure of a Career
A brilliant career that spans six decades 
is so complex a process that we can only 
make an imperfect attempt to understand 
in terms of its microstructure. Running 
through it are structural principles that 
had their roots in metallurgy and became 

structural principles form a hierarchy that 
can be traced to the 
context of modern 

powerful though its 

still inadequate for 
capturing the true 
essence of the career 
of Cyril Stanley  
Smith . . .
. . . and you too, John 
W. Cahn, you too. 
You were there ahead 
of us John, and we 
will miss you very 
much.
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Cahn received the U.S. Medal of Science from President Bill Clinton in 1998 (left), and was 
presented with the Kyoto Prize in Advanced Technology in 2011 (right), among his many 
honors and awards.

Cahn (right) as a teenager with his father, Felix, his 
mother, Lucie (nee Schwarz), and sister, Anne. As a 

small boy, Cahn and his family fled Germany when 
his father, an attorney, was targeted for arrest for 

taking on several civil cases against the Nazis before 
the party came to power. The Cahns lived in Belgium, 

Holland, and Italy before emigrating to the United 
States and settling in New York.
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