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Classical Mechanics Goldstein Problem Solutions: A Comprehensive Guide

For students of physics, mastering classical mechanics is essential to understanding the behavior of everything 

from a pendulum to a galaxy. One of the most widely used texts in this field is Goldstein, Poole, and Safko’s 

“Classical Mechanics”. The book is celebrated for its depth, clarity, and the breadth of problems it offers. 

However, students often find the problem sets daunting. In this article we explore classical mechanics Goldstein 

problem solutionsthat break down complex concepts into manageable steps, helping you gain confidence and

insight.

Why Focus on Goldstein Problem Solutions?

Goldstein’s problems are more than just exercises; they are designed to test and reinforce the core principles of

classical mechanics. Solving them requires:

•  Applying mathematical techniques such as Lagrangian and Hamiltonian mechanics.

•  Interpreting physical intuition behind equations of motion.

•  Developing problem �solving strategies that can be adapted to research or advanced coursework.

Having reliable solutions available saves time, allows you to verify your work, and provides a learning roadmap. Yet, 

the key is not to simply copy answers but to understand the logic behind each step. That is why this guide focuses 

on classical mechanics Goldstein problem solutions that explain the reasoning in detail.

Structure of Goldstein’s Problem Sets

The book is organized into chapters that cover foundational topics—kinematics, Newtonian dynamics, energy

conservation, and so forth—progressing to more sophisticated topics like rigid body motion and small oscillations.

Each chapter contains a mix of conceptual and quantitative problems, typically numbered (e.g., 2.1, 2.2). The

problems are grouped as:

1.  Preliminary Exercises – quick checks of understanding.

2.  Challenging Problems – requiring deeper insight.

3.  Advanced Problems – often used as exam questions.

Understanding the hierarchy of difficulty helps you allocate study time effectively when tackling classical 

mechanics Goldstein problem solutions.

Step �by �Step Approach to Solving Goldstein Problems

Below is a general workflow that applies to most Goldstein problems:

1.  Read the problem carefully. Identify known quantities, what’s being asked, and any implicit assumptions.

2.  Choose the appropriate formalism. Decide whether Newton’s laws, Lagrangian mechanics, or Hamiltonian 

mechanics is most efficient.

3.  Set up the equations. Write down the kinetic and potential energies, constraints, or forces.

4.  Apply the principle of stationary action or Newton’s second law. Derive the equations of motion.

5.  Solve the differential equations. Use integration constants, boundary conditions, and symmetry.

6.  Check dimensions and limits. Verify that the solution makes physical sense.



7.  Interpret the result. Relate the mathematical outcome back to the original physical context.

Below we walk through several representative problems, illustrating how this framework yields clear, correct

solutions.

Sample Problem 1: A Simple Pendulum with a Moving Pivot

Problem Statement (Goldstein 2.4): A simple pendulum of mass m and length l is attached to a pivot that moves 

horizontally with constant speed V. Derive the equation of motion for the pendulum’s angular displacement ;€relative

to the vertical.

Solution:

1.  Coordinate Choice. Use the pendulum’s angle ;‚��2�F†R�vVæW alized coordinate. The pivot’s horizontal motion is 

a known, time �dependent displacement, so we treat it as an external driving term.

2.  Kinetic Energy. The bob’s velocity has two components: one from the pivot’s motion and one from the 

pendulum’s swing. In the inertial frame, the kinetic energy is:

\[

T = \frac{1}{2} m \left[ (\dot{x}_p + l \dot{\theta} \cos\theta)^2 + (l \dot{\theta} \sin\theta)^2 \right]

\]

where \(\dot{x}_p = V\) is the pivot speed.

3.  Potential Energy. Only gravity contributes:

\[

U = m g l (1 - \cos\theta).

\]

4.  Lagrangian. \(L = T - U\). After simplifying, the Lagrangian becomes:

\[

L = \frac{1}{2} m l^2 \dot{\theta}^2 + m l V \dot{\theta} \cos\theta + \frac{1}{2} m V^2 - m g l (1 - \cos\theta).

\]

5.  Euler–Lagrange Equation. Applying \(\frac{d}{dt}(\partial L/\partial\dot{\theta}) - \partial L/\partial\theta = 0\) 

gives:

\[

m l^2 \ddot{\theta} - m l V \dot{\theta} \sin\theta + m g l \sin\theta = 0.

\]

Dividing by \(m l\) yields the equation of motion:

\[

l \ddot{\theta} + g \sin\theta = V \dot{\theta} \sin\theta.

\]

6.  Interpretation. The term \(V \dot{\theta} \sin\theta\) represents the Coriolis effect due to the moving pivot. For 

small angles, \(\sin\theta \approx \theta\), and the equation reduces to a driven harmonic oscillator.

This example demonstrates how the Lagrangian formalism elegantly incorporates non �inertial effects. By following

the outlined steps, you can tackle many of Goldstein’s pendulum problems with confidence.

Sample Problem 2: Central Force Motion with an Effective Potential

Problem Statement (Goldstein 3.7): A particle of mass mmoves under a central potential \(V(r) = -k/r\). Show that

the effective potential leads to elliptical orbits and find the expression for the orbital period.

Solution:

1.  Conservation Laws. Angular momentum \(L = m r^2 \dot{\phi}\) is conserved. Energy:



\[

E = \frac{1}{2} m \dot{r}^2 + \frac{L^2}{2 m r^2} - \frac{k}{r}.

\]

2.  Effective Potential. Define:

\[

V_{\text{eff}}(r) = \frac{L^2}{2 m r^2} - \frac{k}{r}.

\]

The radial equation becomes:

\[

\frac{1}{2} m \dot{r}^2 + V_{\text{eff}}(r) = E.

\]

3.  Bound Orbits. For bound motion, \(E

4.  Orbit Equation. Using \(\frac{dr}{d\phi} = \frac{r^2}{L} \sqrt{2m (E - V_{\text{eff}})}\), integrate to find:

\[

\frac{1}{r} = \frac{m k}{L^2} \left[ 1 + e \cos(\phi - \phi_0) \right],

\]

where \(e\) is the eccentricity.

5.  Period. The radial period \(T_r\) equals the azimuthal period \(T_\phi\) for the inverse �square law. Using 

Kepler’s third law:

\[

T = 2\pi \sqrt{\frac{a^3 m}{k}},

\]

with semi �major axis \(a = L^2/(m k (1 - e^2))\). This matches the classical result for planetary orbits.

Through this solution we see how the effective potential simplifies the analysis of central forces—an essential

technique for many Goldstein problems involving orbital dynamics.

Sample Problem 3: Small Oscillations of a Coupled Pendulum System

Problem Statement (Goldstein 4.8): Two identical pendulums of length l are coupled by a light spring of constant k

attached at their bobs. Determine the normal mode frequencies for small oscillations.

Solution:

1.  Generalized Coordinates. Let \(\theta_1\) and \(\theta_2\) be the angles of the two pendulums. For small 

angles, \(\sin\theta \approx \theta\).

2.  Kinetic Energy. Each pendulum contributes:

\[

T = \frac{1}{2} m l^2 (\dot{\theta}_1^2 + \dot{\theta}_2^2).

\]

3.  Potential Energy. Gravitational:

\[

U_g = \frac{1}{2} m g l (\theta_1^2 + \theta_2^2).

\]

Spring:

\[

U_s = \frac{1}{2} k l^2 (\theta_2 - \theta_1)^2.

\]

4.  Total Lagrangian. \(L = T - (U_g + U_s)\). Writing in matrix form:

\[



L = \frac{1}{2} \dot{\boldsymbol{\theta}}^T \mathbf{M} \dot{\boldsymbol{\theta}} - \frac{1}{2} \boldsymbol{\theta}

^T \mathbf{K} \boldsymbol{\theta},

\]

where \(\mathbf{M} = m l^2 \mathbf{I}\) and

\[

\mathbf{K} = \begin{pmatrix}

m g l + k l^2 & -k l^2 \\

-k l^2 & m g l + k l^2

\end{pmatrix}.

\]

5.  Normal Mode Analysis. Solve the eigenvalue problem \(\mathbf{K} \mathbf{v} = \lambda \mathbf{M} 

\mathbf{v}\). The eigenvalues are:

\[

\lambda_1 = m g l, \quad \lambda_2 = m g l + 2 k l^2.

\]

Thus the normal mode frequencies are:

\[

\omega_1 = \sqrt{\frac{g}{l}}, \quad \omega_2 = \sqrt{\frac{g}{l} + \frac{2k}{m}}.

\]

6.  Interpretation. \(\omega_1\) corresponds to the in �phase mode where both pendulums swing together, 

cancelling the spring force. \(\omega_2\) corresponds to the out �of �phase mode where the spring is stretched, raising 

the frequency.

Normal �mode calculations are a staple of Goldstein problem sets, and mastering this approach unlocks many

seemingly difficult questions.

Common Pitfalls in Goldstein Problem Sol
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