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Introduction

Classical electrodynamics is the backbone of modern physics, engineering, and technology. From the design of 

antennas to the understanding of radiation processes in astrophysics, the equations that govern electric and 

magnetic fields are indispensable. Among the many resources that have shaped the education of generations of 

physicists, the textbook Classical Electrodynamicsby John David Jackson stands out as the definitive reference. Its

rigorous treatment of Maxwell’s equations, boundary �value problems, and radiation theory has earned it a

reputation as the “bible” of the field.

In this article we dive into the world of jackson classical electrodynamics solutions, exploring the key

techniques that the book introduces and the types of problems that students and researchers routinely solve using

these methods. Whether you are a graduate student preparing for exams, a researcher tackling a new problem in

electromagnetism, or simply a curious reader, this guide will provide a clear, comprehensive overview of the

concepts and solution strategies that define the text.

1. The Essence of Jackson’s Approach

1.1 From Maxwell to the Wave Equation

Jackson begins by revisiting the four Maxwell equations in both differential and integral form. By combining these

equations, he derives the vector wave equations for the electric and magnetic fields in source �free media:

•  E and B satisfy the Helmholtz equation in frequency domain.

•  These equations lead directly to the concept of electromagnetic waves and their propagation speed.

The textbook’s emphasis on the mathematical underpinnings—such as the use of Green’s functions and the

method of images—provides a solid foundation for later sections.

1.2 Potentials and Gauge Freedom

One of the key insights presented in Jackson is the use of scalar and vector potentials, :` and A, to simplify the

analysis of fields. The gauge freedom allows one to choose a convenient gauge, such as the Lorenz or Coulomb

gauge, to reduce the complexity of the equations. The book demonstrates how to transition between these gauges

and the impact on the resulting potentials.

1.3 The Role of Boundary Conditions

Electromagnetic problems are rarely isolated; they involve interfaces between different media. Jackson

systematically discusses boundary conditions at interfaces, including:

•  Continuity of tangential electric field.

•  Continuity of normal displacement field.

•  Continuity of tangential magnetic field.

•  Continuity of normal magnetic induction.

These conditions form the backbone of many solution techniques presented later.



2. Core Solution Techniques

2.1 Multipole Expansions

Jackson’s treatment of multipole expansions is one of the book’s most celebrated sections. By expanding the

potential of a localized charge distribution into spherical harmonics, the text allows one to analyze complex

configurations in terms of simpler, well �understood multipole moments.

Key points:

•  Monopole – total charge.

•  Dipole – first moment of charge distribution.

•  Higher �order terms: quadrupole, octupole, etc.

These expansions are essential for problems ranging from atomic physics to antenna theory.

2.2 Green’s Functions

Green’s functions provide a powerful tool for solving inhomogeneous differential equations. Jackson introduces the

concept of the Green’s function for the Helmholtz equation, explaining how to construct solutions for arbitrary

source distributions.

Applications include:

1.  Electrostatic problems in complex geometries.

2.  Wave propagation in media with spatially varying permittivity.

3.  Radiation from localized sources.

2.3 Method of Images

While the method of images is a classic technique, Jackson presents it with a modern twist. By placing fictitious

charges or currents in strategic positions, one can satisfy boundary conditions without solving the full differential

equation.

Typical scenarios:

•  Point charge near a conducting plane.

•  Charge between parallel conducting plates.

•  Magnetic dipole near a perfect magnetic conductor.

2.4 Fourier and Laplace Transforms

Time �dependent problems often require transforming the equations into the frequency domain. Jackson covers

Fourier transforms for periodic solutions and Laplace transforms for transient problems, enabling the study of

phenomena such as pulse propagation and impedance matching.

3. Representative Jackson Classical Electrodynamics Solutions

3.1 Static Electric Fields

Consider a point charge q located at the origin. The electrostatic potential in vacuum is:
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Jackson extends this simple result to more complex configurations, such as:

•  Uniformly charged sphere.



•  Infinite charged cylinder.

•  Charged conducting shells.

Each case demonstrates the use of boundary conditions and symmetry to simplify the solution.

3.2 Magnetic Dipole Radiation

A classic problem in the book is the radiation from a small oscillating magnetic dipole. The vector potential in the

radiation zone is given by:
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where m0€ is the second time derivative of the magnetic dipole moment and t_r = t - r/cis the retarded time. Jackson

shows how to compute the resulting electric and magnetic fields, and derives the radiated power using the Poynting

vector.

3.3 Scattering from a Dielectric Sphere

Using Mie theory, Jackson solves the scattering of plane waves by a spherical particle. The solution involves 

expanding the incident, internal, and scattered fields in terms of spherical Bessel functions and spherical 

harmonics. The resulting scattering coefficients, a_n and b_n, encode the material properties and size parameter.

Applications:

•  Atmospheric optics (rainbow formation).

•  Optical trapping and manipulation of nanoparticles.

•  Biomedical imaging using light scattering.

3.4 Waveguide Modes

In the chapter on waveguides, Jackson derives the transverse electric (TE) and transverse magnetic (TM) mode

solutions for rectangular and circular waveguides. The key steps involve:

1.  Applying boundary conditions to the electric and magnetic fields at conducting walls.

2.  Solving the resulting eigenvalue problem to find the cutoff frequencies.

3.  Expressing the field distributions in terms of sinusoidal and Bessel functions.

These solutions are fundamental in designing microwave and optical communication systems.

3.5 Time �Dependent Current Sheets

Jackson tackles the problem of a suddenly applied current sheet in free space. By solving Maxwell’s equations with

a step function source, the book derives the transient electromagnetic fields and discusses the propagation of the

resulting wavefront.

Key insights include:

•  The concept of displacement current as a source of magnetic fields.

•  Energy transport via the Poynting vector.

•  The role of initial conditions in determining the field evolution.

4. Advanced Topics Covered in the Text

4.1 Relativistic Corrections

Jackson does not shy away from the relativistic domain. The book presents the covariant formulation of Maxwell’s

equations and introduces the concept of four �vectors and tensors. It then applies these tools to problems such as



radiation from accelerating charges (the Liénard–Wiechert potentials) and the relativistic Doppler effect.

4.2 Quantum Electrodynamics Foundations

While primarily a classical text, Jackson briefly touches on the bridge to quantum electrodynamics (QED). He

outlines how classical field theory serves as the starting point for the quantization of the electromagnetic field,

highlighting the importance of gauge invariance and the role of photon exchange in interactions.

4.3 Numerical Methods and Computational Electromagnetics

Recognizing the limitations of analytical solutions, the textbook discusses numerical techniques such as the

finite �difference time �domain (FDTD) method, the method of moments, and the finite element method. These

approaches are essential for tackling real �world problems with complex geometries and material properties.

5. Practical Applications of Jackson Classical Electrodynamics Solutions

5.1 Antenna Design

Understanding the radiation pattern of an antenna hinges on multipole expansions and the solution of

boundary �value problems in the presence of conducting materials. Jackson’s solutions guide the design of dipole,

loop, and patch antennas, ensuring efficient radiation and minimal loss.

5.2 Medical Imaging

Techniques such as magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) and electroencephalography (EEG) rely on precise

knowledge of electromagnetic fields in biological tissues. The book’s treatment of wave propagation in lossy media

and the calculation of field distributions are directly applicable to optimizing imaging protocols.

5.3 Photonics and Metamaterials

Engineering materials with tailored permittivity and permeability requires solving Maxwell’s equations in periodic

structures. The Green’s function approach and Mie scattering solutions described by Jackson provide the

theoretical backbone for designing photonic crystals and metamaterials with negative refractive indices.

5.4 Space Weather and Astrophysics

From the propagation of solar flares to the dynamics of magnetospheres, Jackson’s solutions enable scientists to

model electromagnetic interactions in plasma environments. The radiation formulas for accelerated charges

underpin the interpretation of astrophysical observations.

6. How to Approach Jackson Classical Electrodynamics Problems

•  Start with symmetry. Identify the simplest coordinate system that respects the problem’s symmetry to reduce 

complexity.

•  Choose the right gauge. For static problems, the Coulomb gauge is often convenient; for time �dependent 

problems, the Lorenz gauge may simplify calculations.

•  Apply boundary conditions early. Ensuring that the fields satisfy boundary conditions from the outset avoids 

later complications.

•  Leverage known solutions. Many problems can be mapped onto standard textbook examples, allowing the 

reuse of multipole or Green’s function solutions.

•  Validate with limiting cases. Check that your solution reduces to known results in special limits (e.g., far �field, 

low frequency).

Conclusion



The solutions presented in Classical Electrodynamicsby John David Jackson form a comprehensive toolkit for

tackling a vast array of electromagnetic problems. From the elegant simplicity of multipole expansions to the

rigorous machinery of Green’s functions and Fourier analysis, the book equips readers with the mathematical and

conceptual tools necessary to understand and predict the behavior of electric and magnetic fields in both simple

and complex environments
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