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The appointment of the first four professors of mathematics
in the University of Melbourne

Sir Thomas MacFarland Cherry was the
fourth professor of mathematics in the Uni-
versity of Melbourne and is the most highly
regarded of all, before or since. The circum-
stances by which he was appointed to the
chair of “Mathematics, Pure and Mixed”
are in stark contrast to the processes used
for his predecessor, John Henry Michell, six
years earlier. In fact, there were differing
approaches used for each of the first four
professors. What is more, Cherry’s appoint-
ment over one of the other applicants will be
a surprise to many and a cause for some de-
bate. The details have not previously been
published.

This article is adapted from a forth-
coming book [1] on the history of math-
ematics in Australia, written as part of
the Australian Mathematical Society His-
tory Project in connection with the Soci-
ety’s 50th anniversary in August this year.

1 Wilson

William Parkinson Wilson was one of the
first four professors appointed to the uni-
versity. The selection committee for all
four included the astronomers Sir John Her-
schel and Sir George Biddell Airy, both of
whom had been senior wranglers at Cam-
bridge with significant further achievements
as mathematicians. Like them, Wilson had
been senior wrangler, in 1847, with partic-
ular interests in astronomy. Perhaps it was
not surprising that Herschel wrote to Airy,
saying “For my own part, I cannot see how
it is possible to find a better man or [one]
more completely uniting every qualification
than Professor Wilson” [2].

William Parkinson Wilson, 1826–1874. (Trinity

College Archives, University of Melbourne)

Teaching in the University of Melbourne
began on 13 April 1855 and it was Wil-
son who gave the first lecture, less than
three months after his arrival in the city.
His astronomical activities were continued
in Australia and maintained until the end.
In December 1871, he was in charge of an
expedition that went to Cape Sidmouth in
north Queensland to observe an eclipse of
the sun, and three years later he estab-
lished an observatory at Mornington, south
of Melbourne, as a participant in nation-
wide observations of the transit of Venus.
Just two days after that, on 11 December
1874, having reported his findings to the
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Victorian government astronomer and hav-
ing commenced the marking of some ma-
triculation examination papers, he died of
apoplexy, aged 48 [3].

After Wilson’s death, the acting profes-
sor of mathematics was Frederick Joy Pi-
rani. He was born at Birmingham, England,
in December 1850 and moved to Melbourne
with his parents in 1859. At the University
of Melbourne he gained a Certificate of Civil
Engineering in 1870, a Bachelor of Arts in
1871 and a Master of Arts in 1873, and that
year was appointed lecturer in mathematics
and logic. Pirani died in Melbourne on 6
August 1881, aged 30, after being thrown
from a horse.

2 Nanson

Pirani was acting professor for only six
months. Just ten days after Wilson died,
the council of the university determined to
send a telegram to Cambridge University’s
professor of astronomy and geometry, John
Couch Adams, asking him to find a succes-
sor. The telegram went out the next day. In
full, with added punctuation, it read: “Pro-
fessor Wilson dead. Please select best man
procurable any university, not in orders.
Duties Melbourne University calendar.”[4]
Six weeks later, Adams communicated his
choice of Edward John Nanson for the po-
sition and the selection was immediately
endorsed by the university council. The
Melbourne historian Richard Selleck wrote
of this as “uncharacteristic pace” and re-
marked that a selection committee consist-
ing of just one person was “hard to under-
stand”. He added that one of the univer-
sity council members had put forward the
names of eight other potential candidates,
all of whom had recently gained fellowships
at Trinity College, Dublin, but apparently
had no response [5].

Edward Nanson was born on 13 Decem-
ber 1850 at Penrith in Cumberland, Eng-
land, and entered Trinity College, Cam-
bridge, in 1870. He graduated as second

wrangler in 1873 and the following year was
appointed professor of applied mathematics
at the Royal Indian Engineering College at
Cooper’s Hill in Surrey. One year after that
he was appointed to replace Wilson as pro-
fessor of mathematics, pure and mixed, in
the University of Melbourne and he arrived
in Melbourne in June 1875.

Nanson is remembered primarily for his
work in the area of electoral reform. He be-
longed to the school of Thomas Hare and
John Stuart Mill and as such was an ad-
vocate of proportional representation and
of preferential voting to achieve a quota in
multi-member electorates. He spoke at pub-
lic meetings, published numerous pamphlets
[6] and analysed contemporary elections in
the press. His ideas were embodied in an
electoral reform bill introduced in the Leg-
islative Assembly of Victoria in August 1900
and in the first Commonwealth electoral bill
drafted in 1901 but amendments to the bills
led to the dropping of his theories [7].

He is also remembered as probably the
longest-serving university professor in the
country (if not the world). Nanson re-
tired in December 1922, in his 48th year
as professor of mathematics. Described
as “kind but reserved in manner, mild
in temperament,”[8] he was nonetheless a
forceful figure on university boards. The
story of the election in 1881 of the presi-
dent of the professorial board, resulting in
Nanson being struck “three or four times”
causing his lip to bleed, is told in detail by
Selleck [9]. He died in 1936.

Nanson’s successor in the chair, John
Henry Michell, had also been one of his stu-
dents. He was appointed to the Depart-
ment of Mathematics in 1891 as an “Inde-
pendent Lecturer in Mixed Mathematics”
and for most of the time the two were re-
sponsible for all the teaching in mathemat-
ics. Charles Ernest Weatherburn, later pro-
fessor of mathematics in the University of
Western Australia, was one who helped out:
he taught evening classes from 1917 to 1921.
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Edward John Nanson, 1850-1936. (University of

Melbourne Archives)

3 Michell

Michell was born on 26 October 1863 at
Maldon, an old gold-mining town 40 kilo-
metres south of Bendigo. In 1877 the fam-
ily, which included three older sisters and
a younger brother, George, moved to Mel-
bourne where the boys could continue their
education. In 1881 Michell entered the
University of Melbourne. He obtained a
Bachelor of Arts with first-class honours in
1884 and, at the urging of Nanson and his
headmaster at Wesley College, Henry Mar-
tyn Andrew, went to Trinity College, Cam-
bridge, accompanied by the whole family.
Andrew was later to become professor of
natural philosophy in the University of Mel-
bourne. At Cambridge, Michell was senior
wrangler in 1887, equal with three other stu-
dents one of whom was the eminent geome-
ter, Henry Frederick Baker [10].

In the first ten years of Michell’s lecture-
ship in the University of Melbourne, he ce-
mented a reputation as a world leader in
the fields of hydrodynamics and elasticity
and in 1902 was elected to a fellowship of
the Royal Society. His brother George (An-
thony George Maldon Michell, 1870–1959)
also established his name as an engineer
and inventor, having returned to Melbourne
in 1890 for further university studies. His
mathematical analysis of fluid motion, vis-
cosity and lubrication led to the patent-
ing in 1905 of the Michell Thrust Bearing,
which was to totally revolutionise thrust
technology in the field of marine propulsion
[11], and in 1934 George joined his brother
as an FRS.

John Henry Michell, 1863-1940.

John Michell took up his appointment as
professor of mathematics in the University
of Melbourne in 1923, aged 59, and held
that post until his retirement in 1928. The
first university professor of mathematics to
be born in Australia, Michell died on 3 Feb-
ruary 1940.
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At the time of Nanson’s retirement,
Michell had been deputy for some thirty
years and had had his FRS conferred twenty
years before, so for all of that time his
reputation far exceeded Nanson’s. Kerr
Grant had been a student of Nanson’s and
Michell’s and was professor of physics in the
University of Adelaide when news reached
him of Nanson’s retirement a year before it
was to occur. Grant quickly wrote to Nan-
son that by “appointing Michell as your suc-
cessor the Council will only be doing the
right thing towards him: but they will hon-
our themselves in so doing and ensure with
certainty that the high reputation of the
Melbourne University School of Mathemat-
ics will be splendidly upheld”[12]

More impressive was a petition organ-
ised by Gunnar Gunderson (a former stu-
dent who followed Weatherburn as evening
lecturer in mathematics), Bernhard Alexan-
der Smith and William Stone (also former
students and by then successful engineers).
The petition contained 73 further signato-
ries who were “past and present students
of the University and others interested in
Mathematics” and implored the council to
offer Michell the chair “for the remaining
years of his active life, without calling for
applications for the position.” The signato-
ries included Weatherburn; Grant; Thomas
Howell Laby, professor of natural philoso-
phy in the University of Melbourne; Robert
James Allman Barnard, foundation profes-
sor of mathematics in the Royal Military
College, Duntroon, and by then senior lec-
turer in mathematics in the University of
Melbourne; Barnard’s successor at Dun-
troon, Archibald Daniel Gilchrist; Robert
William Chapman (later Sir Robert), for-
merly the Elder Professor of Mathematics
and Mechanics in the University of Ade-
laide and by then professor of engineering
there; and George Handley Knibbs (later
Sir George), the first Commonwealth Statis-
tician.

The university council acceded to the re-
quest and appointed Michell to the chair in

July 1922 with no call for further applicants
[13].

Incidentally, Grant’s reference to the
“high reputation of the Melbourne Univer-
sity School of Mathematics” was not agreed
to by the loyal deputy, Michell himself. In
an obviously frustrated reference to Nan-
son’s headship, he wrote:

The general position is perhaps best
brought out by the statement that during
the last thirty years, while the Sciences
and their applications have grown so enor-
mously, absolutely nothing has been done
to improve the School which deals with the
foundations of all quantitative science. The
scope of the lectures has remained the same,
in spite of the great advances in both Pure
and Mixed Maths. and the method of teach-
ing has still the frivolous character of pre-
scientific days.[14]

4 Cherry

The accession to Michell’s chair of another
former student, Thomas Cherry, followed
the standard path for the times, but in ret-
rospect bordered on the sensational.

Cherry was born on 21 May 1898 at
Glen Iris, an outer suburb of Melbourne,
and was the second child of Thomas and
Edith. The father was the first Profes-
sor Thomas Cherry of the University of
Melbourne, holding the chair of agriculture
there from 1911 to 1916. Young Tom at-
tended Scotch College, where he was dux
in 1914, and the following year entered the
University of Melbourne as a resident of Or-
mond College.

He graduated with first-class honours
in mathematics, greatly influenced by the
teaching of Nanson, Michell and Weather-
burn, who was then a tutor at Ormond Col-
lege, and shortly after proceeded to Trinity
College, Cambridge. By 1924, he had ob-
tained the “then rare degree”[15] of a PhD
and a fellowship of Trinity College which he
maintained until 1928, about the time he
applied for the chair of mathematics back
in Melbourne.
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He had by then a distinguished record
of attainment in mathematics, although he
would not have been very well known out-
side Britain and Australia. Testimonials
that accompanied his application were from
H. F. Baker, Sir Joseph Larmor, J. E. Little-
wood, E. A. Milne, L. J. Mordell, Sir Joseph
John Thomson and E. T. Whittaker, cer-
tainly an eminent assemblage, and Horatio
Scott Carslaw, the influential professor of
mathematics in the University of Sydney,
had also written an unsolicited letter of sup-
port [16].

Cherry’s father’s position as professor of
agriculture in Melbourne some twelve years
before and the family’s general standing in
Melbourne society might well have clinched
the appointment for him. The first of five pages of signatures in support of

the petition. (University of Melbourne Archives)

The petition for Michell’s appointment as professor of mathematics, pure and mixed.
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There were altogether nine candidates for
the chair. They included Wilfred Wilson,
described by L. E. J. Brouwer in a testi-
monial as a founder of infinitesimal geom-
etry; C. A. Stewart, also from Trinity Col-
lege; Frederick Nowlan who had completed
a PhD under Leonard Dickson at the Uni-
versity of Chicago; and R. C. J. Howland,
then a senior lecturer at University College,
London. R. J. A. Barnard and Maurice
Henry Belz, a lecturer in mathematics at
the University of Melbourne from 1923 and
later its first professor of statistics, were also
candidates.

Outshining all of these was the candidacy
of Norbert Wiener. Wiener was born in
the United States in 1894. He obtained a
PhD in mathematics from Harvard Univer-
sity at age 18 and then studied in England
and Europe under Bertrand Russell, G. H.
Hardy, Edmund Landau and David Hilbert.
He would come to be known as the master of
the Fourier integral and harmonic analysis
and was the inventor of the field of cybernet-
ics. He joined the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology at the end of World War I and
was assistant professor there with “some
fifty-six titles” in publications when he ap-
plied in July 1928 for the chair of mathe-
matics in the University of Melbourne.

Wiener’s application was supported by
testimonials from the cream of European
mathematics. Hardy wrote that he was
“quite obviously one of the very best Amer-
ican mathematicians” and there were sim-
ilar statements from Harald Bohr, Max
Born, Constantin Carathéodory, Maurice
Fréchet, David Hilbert, Oliver Kellogg,
Henri Lebesgue, Paul Lévy, Charles de la
Vallée Poussin, Oswald Veblen and Her-
mann Weyl.

There was one other testimonial, from
William S. Franklin who was then a col-
league of Wiener’s at MIT. While offering a
strong recommendation regarding the qual-
ity of Wiener’s mathematics, Franklin went
on to say: “Professor Wiener is of the He-
brew race, and he has very peculiar traits,

but personally he is of the finest grade.”
Edmund Whittaker in England was a mem-
ber of a committee to advise the selection
committee in Melbourne. He had already
written to Sir John MacFarland, chancellor
of the university, that there was “no other
candidate, or possible candidate, so far as
one can see, whose distinction in research
is so great as Dr Cherry’s.” In his final re-
port in October 1928 he wrote: “Two of the
candidates, namely Dr T. M. Cherry and
Professor N. Wiener, are very distinctly su-
perior to all the others. Mr Wiener however
does not appear to have adequate qualifica-
tions as a general teacher and administra-
tor. Some of the letters regarding him refer
to his ‘very peculiar traits’ and his lack of
administrative experience.”

There was consequently a unanimous rec-
ommendation for Cherry, mirrored in Mel-
bourne by the full selection committee, con-
sisting of Sir Thomas Ranken Lyle, who
had succeeded Henry Andrew as professor
of natural philosophy in Melbourne; David
Kennedy Picken, formerly senior lecturer in
mathematics at the University of Glasgow
and Master of Ormond College from 1915
to 1943; and B. A. Smith, who was in-
volved with the petition organised on be-
half of John Michell; together with Michell
himself and Nanson [17].

The English analyst Percy Daniell in a
testimonial for the applicant C. A. Stewart
stated that he was aware that Wiener was
also an applicant and that he thought Stew-
art was more suited to the requirements of
the position, and there are other allusions to
Wiener’s inadequacy as a lecturer in the co-
pious material written about him. Wiener
himself was sanguine about the matter and
saw the result differently. In his autobiog-
raphy, writing of perceived barriers against
his further progression in America, he con-
tinued [18]:

In default of American offers for an im-
proved position coming through the normal
channels, I began to look around and to see
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if I could not do something for myself else-
where. The British universities and the uni-
versities of the British colonies operate un-
der the legal provision that if any vacancy
occurs it must be advertised and the appli-
cations of all candidates must be considered
at least in a formal way. This requirement is
not taken too seriously, and in many cases a
decision has already been made for all prac-
tical purposes at the time the vacancy has
been advertised. These advertisements ap-
pear on the back pages of Nature and other
British intellectual publications. I sent in
my name for one vacancy at Kings College
in London and for one in Australia, but of
course nothing happened.

It would be hard to dispute Wiener’s
claim that a decision had already been
made. Furthermore, except perhaps for
Maurice Belz, born in Sydney but with
a German father, no professor of mathe-
matics or statistics in Australia was other
than of British or Irish background until the
appointment of Vienna-born John Markus
Blatt as professor of applied mathematics
at the University of New South Wales a
full thirty years after Cherry’s appointment.

Richard Selleck, in his history of the Univer-
sity of Melbourne, gave no details regard-
ing the appointment. He wrote only that
“[Cherry’s] brilliant Melbourne and Cam-
bridge careers led the London committee
to recommend him without reservation, and
the Council to appoint him with a mini-
mum of discussion” [19]. Norbert Wiener
deserved more than that.

Sir Thomas MacFarland Cherry, 1898-1966.
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