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Professor B. E. Johnson, F.R.S

We are poorer for the loss of Barry Johnson, who died of cancer on May 5th. He founded
new directions in the theories of Banach algebras and operator algebras with his powerful and
innovative ideas: His work continues to inspire further progress, books and conferences.

Barry’s connection with Australia began when he migrated to Tasmania with his parents. He
completed a B.Sc. with Honours at the University of Tasmania in the years 1953-1957 before
returning to England to take a Ph.D. with John Williamson at Cambridge University in 1958—
1961. After positions at the University of California, Berkeley, and Yale University in the U.S.
and the University of Exeter in the U.K. he settled at the University of Newcastle upon Tyne
in 1965.

It was at Newcastle that Barry did his ground-breaking work on automatic continuity and
Banach cohomology. He answered long-standing questions of Singer and Wermer on the au-
tomatic continuity of derivations and Rickart on the continuity of isomorphisms of semisimple
Banach algebras. He did pioneering work on the cohomology of operator algebras and Banach
algebras. The concept of an amenable Banach algebra which he introduced at this time is
perhaps his single most influential innovation but he invented many new ideas and techniques.
He gained renown for the power and creativity of his work. Barry also began to take up pro-
fessional activities in Newcastle. He was the first secretary of the North British Functional
Analysis Seminar (NBFAS) from 1967-1976. He became involved with the London Mathemat-
ical Society, in particular serving as its President in the years 1980-1982, and served on several
British Government committees administering mathematics. He was elected a Fellow of the
Royal Society in 1978.

With Frank Bonsall and John Ringrose, Barry made Newcastle upon Tyne and North Britain
a leading international centre for functional analysis. New Australian connections were estab-
lished as some of his associates took up chairs in Australia and many others of us went there
on sabbatical or shorter visits, as students or to participate in NBFAS. In this way we came
to know the man behind the theorems. As a teacher, he was generous and helpful, giving
mucii wise advice on the conduct of research. He had a brilliant wit and perceptive mind. No
conversation in which Barry took part was ever dull and his listeners often heard some original
insight or well-considered opinion.

In more recent years Barry strengthened his links to Australia with a couple of extended
visits, accompanied by his wife Margaret. They visited Canberra in 1991 and Newcastle (the
Australian one) in 1999-2000. These visits were very mathematically productive as well as
being an opportunity to renew friendships. Barry and Ma.rgaret are warmly remembered by all
who met them.

After they returned to England in 2000 we learned the distressing news that Barry had been
diagnosed with cancer. He suffered a great deal but recovered sufficiently to be in good spirits
and to actively participate in the conference held to mark his retirement in June 2001. The
large number and quality of the mathematicians attending this conference was testimony to
Barry’s outstanding achievements and to the many friendships he made. For much of his illness
Barry was confined to his home, where he continued to make progress on mathematics. He was
supported throughout by Margaret and our thoughts are now with her.

George Willis
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