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Gavin Brown has led the 
University through one 
of its most challenging 
yet successful decades 

and is now about to walk away. He is 
something of an enigma: a private man 
in a highly public office; a shy, modest 
man who has been an effective and 
outspoken political operator for the 
University and for higher education in 
Australia. Who is he? What made him 
the person he is? 

Gavin Brown was born in Lundin 
Links, a small village on the east coast 
of Scotland, as is immediately evident 
in his distinctive burr.

“It’s good not to lose your accent,” 
he says. “I think it means being at ease 
in one’s own skin.”

Despite its name and the proximity 
of surrounding golf links, including 
the most famous of all, St Andrews, 
Brown was never a golfer. When he was 
growing up, more so than today, it was a 
game for the wealthy or upper crust.in
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A distinctive profile
Professor Gavin Brown AO FAA CorrFRSE retires from the 
Vice-Chancellorship of the University after eleven years and 
talks to Diana Simmonds about his life, loves and beliefs
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“It’s a strong farming area,” he says of the windswept 
region. “I remember sea fogs, rain and snow. My father 
was a bricklayer and the weather meant he could be laid 
off work at any time. Then he would take casual work 
shovelling snow.”

Famously, Brown is a passionate and prize-winning 
mathematician. It was a youthful pursuit, although not for 
the most obvious reasons.

“I didn’t choose maths to be successful; I was pretty 
evenly talented across the board. But I was an only child and 
spent a lot of time off school because of bronchitis, and those 
factors tend to assist a mathematical interest.”

But is it true that, as a nine-year-old, he was banned from 
family Scrabble, was solving crosswords in the local paper 
and nowadays his half-hour lunchbreak relaxation is doing 
The Australian crossword?

He chuckles and shifts awkwardly in his seat. “Ay, well I 
was eight when I started compiling crosswords.” (This is said 
with a twinkle.) “And I was taught you had to be fair to the 
others in Scrabble. I still enjoy compiling crosswords, when I 
have the time.”

After primary school, Brown was awarded a scholarship 
to Madras College, St Andrews, a school founded by a 
mathematician (the Rev Dr Andrew Bell) and housed 
in buildings reminiscent of the University’s sandstone. 
He finished as Science Dux and received a Harkness 
Scholarship to St Andrews University, immediately entering 
the second year mathematics class. He graduated with 
first-class honours and the Duncan Medal. Post-graduate 
work took him over the border to Newcastle-upon-Tyne 
where his PhD thesis was titled Norm and stability properties 
of semi-algebras. His career maintained its upward trajectory: 
Edinburgh, Liverpool, Illinois, Seattle, then the big 
(geographic) move: the Chair of Pure Mathematics and 
ultimately the Deanship in Science at UNSW.

To a mathematical illiterate the discipline seems 
unfathomable, but Brown offers an explanation that is 
at once surprising and immediately comprehensible. 
“Creating mathematics is very pleasing,” he says. “In any 
creative act there is discovery. The world is there: you’re 
highlighting that.” 

And that immediately brings to mind Jackson Pollock and 
the fractal geometry detected and quantified in his paintings: 
suddenly maths is looking pretty exciting and even possible. 
The twinkle re-emerges and he nods. “I believe it is 
very creative. Creating maths is actually to make oneself 
vulnerable – a flowerchild!”

Not that everything about maths makes Professor Brown 
twinkle: did he see Copenhagen (Michael Frayn’s hit play 
about two famous mathematicians.)? “I did, I enjoyed it, but 
frankly it was a bit long-winded. I’m a great fan of Michael 
Frayn but I think his books are better.”

He has another interesting reason for his early enthusiasm 
for maths: “The absolute truths of solving a problem. 
Authority comes into it when you have the possibility of 
more than one correct answer, in other subjects, that is. And 
by that I mean the authority of the teacher. So it was an 
objective satisfaction, not an emotional satisfaction. I abhor 
absolutism, by the way.”

In 1992 Brown’s next move was to the University 
of Adelaide and the post of Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
(Research). Two years later he became Vice-Chancellor 
and began the process of management restructure, going 
out to industry and returning the institution’s budget to 
surplus. It was good practice for 1 July 1996 when he became 

Vice-Chancellor and Principal of the 
University of Sydney. 

It was a challenging move. “Put it 
this way: I was aware that there were 
levers that allow you to do things that 
might come off in your hands. But I 
discovered there were no levers. It was 
a bit worse than I imagined.”

Honour board at Madras College

Retrospectively Brown has noted: 
“It had lost track of enrolment 
processes … I had to pay back millions 
of dollars to government for under-
enrolment in my predecessor’s time. 
The University no longer attracted the 
best students in the state and research 
performance had slipped … we were 
a poor fourth in the nation and behind 
UNSW in Sydney. In 1993 Sydney 
failed to be placed in the top band of 
the national quality audit.”

Brown was not daunted, or if 
he was, it was not apparent. He is 
philosophical and wry amusement is 
evident when he says, “Universities 
are enormously persistent things. 
They evolve. They appear to be very 
slow moving but they’re complex 
things. They must be hugely adaptive 
because they persist! But it’s difficult 
to understand the changes while part 
of them.”

Those changes are spectacular. Over 
the past six years the University has led 
competitive research grants nationwide; 
in the latest round of Australian 
Research Council grants it won 66 per 
cent more than Melbourne and in the 
Discovery scheme (basic research) it 
gained more than Sydney’s other four 
universities combined. Moreover, the 
extensive building work to be seen 
around the campuses is the result of 
reinvestment from the University’s 
consistent operating surplus, the largest 
of any Australian university.

In more human terms, for the past 
three years the University has been 
designated a preferred employer of 

women. It seems indicative of the 
present buoyant, go-ahead atmosphere, 
a significant change from hidebound 
attitudes that prevailed.

“It’s because he was very influenced 
by the women in his family when 
he was young,” says his second wife, 
University administrator Diané Ranck. 
“He really likes women and he gets 
on well with them.” (He has two adult 
children with his first wife, Barbara, 
who died in 2001.)

Professor Brown is characteristically 
objective and modest about the 
changes. “It’s about balance,” he says. 
“In the past 30 years universities have 
moved from government funding to a 
more commercial place in the world. 
The mindset is part business and part 
romantic ideal: it’s about balance.”

So how does the reticent academic 
cope with such an intensely involved, 
public position?

“I certainly find two different 
personalities are required for the job. 
I need a carapace to do some of the 
things I have to do. Sometimes I crave 
the simple life – monasteries. But 
the other side of that is one could tip 
over into over excitement at garnering 
the resources to do wonderful things, 
then forgetting to do them. Again 
it’s balance. You have to preserve the 
high ideals and yet be thoroughly 
businesslike.”

Part of Brown’s quest for balance 
comes from sport: “I enjoy almost 
any spectator sport, although I tend 
to identify more with the coach than 
the players these days!” He is touched 
that the new cricket pavilion has been 
named in his honour and in recognition 
of his support of the University’s highly 
successful sporting culture. “It was 
very generous of them. I love to watch 
cricket but I do have traditionalist 
inhibitions. I’ve acclimatised to one-
day cricket, but 20/20 …” he sighs 
gustily. “You do have to modify playing 
codes, but not all rule changes are 
made to improve the games, as we 
know.”

Aside from watching ball games and 
solving impossible numbers problems, 
his main relaxation is horse racing. He 
goes whenever he can and, according 
to Ranck, “is absolutely content to 
be dropped off at the racecourse on 
a Saturday afternoon. He’s a serious 
punter.” She bought him a share in a 
racehorse as a birthday present and he 
has a membership at Kembla Grange 
and the AJC.

“When I was a boy we used to 
go to the point-to-points,” he says of 
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prone to wanting to own these things it 
interferes. What turns me on is helping 
to make sure there are outcomes.”

He has been described as a dutiful 
man with high moral standards. Does 
he recognise those traits? Again, he 
shifts in his seat and chuckles. 

“I don’t know about ‘moral 
standards’. I would say I believe in 
aspiring to high standards. The reward 
is in the outcome.”

The rewards have come in the form 
of the wide-ranging successes of the 
University over the past decade and 
the honours he has been awarded as 
a consequence. In the Australia Day 
honours of 2006 he was appointed an 
Officer in the Order of Australia; and 
in 2007, possibly the most cherished of 
all, he was appointed a Corresponding 
Fellow of the Royal Society of 
Edinburgh (an accolade from one of 
the most eminent scientific bodies in 
the world). 

What if anything, then, is Gavin 
Brown tipping for the future of 
Australian higher education? “I think 
the so-called ‘soft skills’ are going to be 
recognised as important once again. If 
you’re going to be an engineer, learning 
more about human relations through 
the Classics is going to make you a 

the cross-country events for amateur 
jockeys and thoroughbred horses so 
popular in rural Britain. “It’s called 
the sport of kings but it is a demotic 
pastime: anyone can watch or take part 
as a punter and I love the romance 
of it – the racing silks, the colour. It’s 
tremendously exciting in a transplanted 
Damon Runyon way.”

Although he owns “a nostril in a not 
very good horse, but it has been great 
fun”, he will become more seriously 
involved – with a larger chunk of a 
better horse, perhaps – when he stands 
down. “I don’t pretend to discern 
very much by the conformation of 
the horse,” he warns. “I like to study 
the fluctuations of the betting market 
when I have time and I have a good 
memory for trainers: their psychology. 
But I’m sure you realise the worst 
possible tipsters are owners.”

Horses are not the only objects 
of Brown’s betting nature. He is well 
known for picking a human/horse and 
giving him or her their head to achieve 
whatever needs to be done.

“It’s what sustains me,” he says. 
“I’m interested in the outcomes we 
can achieve, the objective outcomes 
for the greater good. I’m not interested 
in owning the outcomes. If you are 

more successful engineer.”
In 2000 Professor Brown wrote a 

paper warning of the looming skills 
shortage in Australia because of what 
he saw as the failure to invest in 
education. Now this prediction can be 
seen as unfortunately prescient. Does 
he see a solution?

He laughs, but this time there is no 
twinkle. “There is no solution aside 
from investing in education, which 
is what I said then and is no less true 
now. It would be desperate if we had 
no capacity to invest but we have: the 
mineral resources boom means there 
is money there. It requires the will of 
government to do it. I think the real 
mistake is pursuing any ideology to its 
stark end. Balance is all.” SAM

A tribute: Professor Gavin Brown
Professor Gavin Brown retires from the 
role of Vice-Chancellor and Principal 
of the University of Sydney on 10 
July. A tribute website will celebrate 
the history and achievements of 
Professor Brown during his term as 
Vice-Chancellor. The online tribute 
is available from 1 June to 31 July 
at www.usyd.edu.au/senate/vice_
chancellor_tribute.html

“What turns 
me on is 
helping to 
make sure 
there are 
outcomes.”


