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Bernhard Hermann Neumann

15 October 1909 25 March 1959 21 October 2002

Bernhard Neumann first set foot in Australia in his fiftieth year on 25 March 1959. He
had come here as part of a sabbatical trip at the urging of his school friend Felix Behrend
(obituary J. Aust MS 4 (1965), 264-70). Bernhard had just been elected a Fellow of
the Royal Society of London for his researches in abstract algebra and in particular for
his numerous and influential contributions to the theory of infinite groups. He landed
in Perth and left from Brisbane three months later having visited and lectured at most
of the universities in Australia. During the visit he became a member of the fledgling
Australian Mathematical Society (founded 1956). He found Australia an absolutely
amazing place and was very impressed. So when he was approached, in May 1960, to
consider a position at the Australian National University he was immediately tempted
but decided for family reasons to say no. However he was persuaded to change his
mind and in November he was formally invited to became Professor and Head of a
new Department of Mathematics in the Research School of Physical Sciences at the
ANU. He set to work almost immediately with the then difficult task of recruiting. He
visited in September 1961, formally took up the post on 1 January 1962 and arrived
permanently in Canberra on 2 October 1962. He lived there till his (sudden) death on
21 October 2002.

Most of his mathematical life was spent in Australia. During that time he contributed
much to mathematics in Australia and became a much loved and respected figure. He
was made a Companion of the Order of Australia in 1994 for service to the advancement
of research and teaching in mathematics. His portrait was painted by Judy Cassab
(Gazette Aust MS25 (1998),30-1).

He is survived by his wife Dorothea and the five children of his first marriage (to Hanna,
also a well-known mathematician and Professor of Pure Mathematics at the ANU at
the time of her death in 1971 — J. Aust MS 17 (1974),1-28).

Bernhard became the fifth President of the Australian Mathematical Society (1964-6),
was twice Vice-President (19634, 66-8) and served on the Council (1968-71, 73-9).
He initiated the establishment of the Bulletin and was its first Editor (1969-79) and
then Honorary Editor (1980-2002); the December 2002 number was strikingly marked
with a black border. He was elected an Honorary Member (1981) and further honoured
by having a prize named after him for the most outstanding talk by a student at the
Annual Meeting of the Society. Two of his mathematical grandchildren have won that
prize.

Such a long and active life cannot easily be compressed into a few words. Fortunately we
have his own description in a long recorded interview as one of the Video Histories of
Australian Scientists (transcript at http://www.science.org.au/scientists/bn.htm), in
the essays he wrote to introduce the chapters in the Selected Works of B. H. Neumann
and Hanna Neumann (1988), and in his entry in the International Who’s Who. So I
can be brief.
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He was born on 15 October 1909 in Berlin and grew up there. He studied at Freiburg
and Berlin and earned his doctorate in 1931, making him one of the youngest students
ever to receive this award in mathematics from a German university. In August 1933,
being Jewish, he left Germany for England where he became a research student again
in Cambridge and took a PhD in 1935. Positions were scarce and it was late 1937
before he began a university career as a Temporary Assistant Lecturer at Cardiff. He
was then, with the onset of World War 2, interned as an alien and later recruited into
the British military. He recommenced his university career in 1946 as a Temporary
Lecturer in Hull and then in 1948 moved to Manchester where later he became a Reader.
In 1949 he won a prize for his solution of a problem on infinite groups proposed by the
Wiskundig Genootschap te Amsterdam. He wrote a winning essay for the Adams Prize
(1951-2); published as: An essay on free products of groups with amalgamations.

In 1938 he married Hanna von Caemmerer after a long secret engagement. They raised
their five children under the sometimes difficult domestic arrangements associated with
two careers. Two of the children, Peter and Walter, are well-known university math-
ematicians. At the same time as Bernhard’s appointment in Australia, Hanna was
offered a Readership at ANU. She arrived in August 1963 and within a year became
the foundation Professor of Pure Mathematics in the School of General Studies at
the ANU. In this position she contributed extensively to undergraduate, graduate and
school teaching of mathematics.

During his time in Manchester, Bernhard was active in many aspects of mathematics.
As well as his undergraduate teaching and research, he contributed to the Manchester
Mathematical Society and served the London Mathematical Society in various ways
including as Editor of its Proceedings. He also supervised graduate students. He
was a successful research supervisor, he communicated his enthusiasm for research in
mathematics and many of his students continued to be active researchers for a long
time. Some followed him to Australia and played an active role here.

Bernhard’s first brush with Australia dated from much earlier. He applied for a position
in Melbourne in 1940 — a post that was filled by Russell Love (Gazette Aust MS 28
(2001),249-51)

The chair Bernhard filled seems to have resulted from a vision of Larry Blakers, then
Chairman of the Department of Mathematics at the University of Western Australia,
for a national approach to mathematics. Another outcome of the vigorous pursuit of
this vision was the formation of the Society in 1956.

Bernhard came to Australia with an outstanding reputation for his seminal work on
infinite groups and more broadly in algebra. He also published in geometry. More
importantly he was a strong supporter of all endeavours in mathematics — he supported
people who did mathematics for its own sake, people who applied mathematics and
people who taught mathematics. To him it was important to share and spread the joy
of doing mathematics.

He attracted active researchers to his new department who often provided excellent
research training. Perhaps the most notable mathematician was Kurt Mahler (J. Aust
MS A 51 (1991), 343-80). During Bernhard’s headship (1962-74) about 50 graduate
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students completed their degrees. He always had an open door and fostered a feeling of
family. The students sometimes found his expectation of intellectual rigour daunting
but came to appreciate it. They have gone on in diverse ways — quite a few of them made
their careers in Australian universities. Bernhard lived to see many of them make a
significant mark. However in recent times he often jokingly complained that many of his
young friends were already retiring. He travelled widely giving many talks, attending
many conferences and spreading the message that good mathematics was being done
in Australia and that Australia was a good place in which to do mathematics.

Left: (1974) He always had an open door. Right: An attentive listener.

He expected intellectual rigour not only in mathematics but more widely. He was also
known for his rigour in other activities such as editing typescripts and recording of
minutes of meetings.

The first two international conferences in Australia on a mathematical topic were held
under his leadership, on the theory of groups, in 1965 and 1973. Both were notable
for the quality of the main speakers and the range of countries from which they came.
The first was also notable because Bernhard was able to arrange for young people
from overseas to earn their way to Australia by teaching at a university here. A third
international conference on the theory of groups was held in 1989 to mark his 80th
birthday. One highlight was a song in his honour (Gazette Aust MS 17 (1990), 87-8).

Bernhard served the ANU in many ways. In particular he became a Fellow of one
of the residential colleges — Bruce Hall — a position in which he provided guidance to
many cohorts of undergraduates from 1963 till his death. A room in Bruce Hall has
been named for him.

He was a strong supporter of the Society’s Summer Research Institutes which provided
opportunities for people to meet and work together. As Editor of the Bulletin he set out
to create a vehicle for the fast publication of good mathematics. In this he succeeded
well, it became recognised as a quality international journal; though he did not quite
achieve his target of a median of five months from receipt to publication. He helped
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find a way of providing for special interests within the Society. This allowed the
formation of a Division of Applied Mathematics, now ANZIAM, within the Society.
He was an active member of it and attended many of its meetings; he impressed people
by cycling to some of the closer ones such as Merimbula in 1984.

Bernhard was elected to the Australian Academy of Science in 1964. The citation
notes his contributions to group theory, that he has established himself as one of the
leaders of mathematics in the country and his determination to foster mathematics on a
national scale. He served on its Council (1968-71) and was a Vice-President (1969-71).
He served an extended term on the National Committee for Mathematics (1963-75)
and on Australian delegations to many meetings of the International Mathematical
Union (IMU), held in conjunction with International Congresses of Mathematicians
(he attended 13 of these congresses; surely close to a record). At the Nice meeting
he was appointed to improve communication among mathematicians. This led to his
founding the IMU Canberra Circular which he edited almost single-handedly from 1972
to 1999; its circulation rose to more than 1100 before becoming largely electronic. He
also served (1975-9) on the Exchange Commission of the IMU.

Left: On his way to the Merimbula meeting of ANZIAM.
Right: (1970) representing Aust at the Nice ICM.

He helped found the Australian Association of Mathematics Teachers and was its first
President (1966-8). Through the Academy he initiated the Australian Subcommission
of the International Commission on Mathematical Instruction (ICMI), chaired it (1968—
75) and was the Australian Representive on ICMI. He was a member at large of ICMI
(1975-82) and of its Executive Committee (1979-82). This was the basis for Australia’s
hosting of the Fifth International Congress on Mathematical Education in Adelaide in
1984.

In addition he was active in getting the Academy involved in providing materials for
schools; after a long gestation period, six volumes of Mathematics at Work appeared
in 1980-1. He was the Academy’s Matthew Flinders Lecturer for 1984.

Bernhard considered editorial work an important part of his service to the
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mathematics community. As well as his editing of the Bulletin he took on a number
of other editorial tasks including being a founding editor of the Houston Journal of
Mathematics He continued to be active in this work; his editorial diary was the main
working document on his ANU desk when he died.

He married Dorothea Zeim in 1973. They provided a steady welcoming and supportive
environment especially for visitors and young people, in mathematics, in music and
quite generally.

On retiring as Professor and Head of the Department of Mathematics at the end of
1974, he was made Professor Emeritus and an Honorary Fellow of ANU. He was also
appointed a Senior Research Fellow at CSIRO for three years and then became an
Honorary Research Fellow, reappointed annually, till his death. In 1975 he also became
an Honorary Member of the Canberra Mathematical Association, the AAMT and the
New Zealand Mathematical Society.

In ‘retirement’ he continued his own research in mathematics and his support of work
in mathematics by others, directly, through teaching and through editorial and com-
mittee work. For example, he served as a member of the Academic Advisory Council
of the Royal Australian Naval College. He continued to be an ambassador for math-
ematics and for Australia, In particular he continued to support activities aimed at
stimulating and developing mathematics talent. He gave considerable encouragement
to Peter O’Halloran and his colleagues involved in the formative stages of what is
now the Australian Mathematics Competition and maintained an active interest in
it. The Australian Mathematics Trust recognises, through the B.H. Neumann Awards,
people who have made significant contributions over many years to the enrichment of
mathematics learning in Australia and its region.

He became involved in Olympiad activities as well. He chaired the Australian Math-
ematicial Olympiad Committee from its inception in 1980 till 1986. He became a
member of the Executive Committee of ICMI (1979-82) and, while chairing a Site
Committee (1981-3), ensured better structure and operation of the International Math-
ematical Olympiads. His efforts contributed to Australia’s success in holding 1988 IMO
during our bicentenary year.

He was awarded hononary doctorates from a number of universities: the University
of Newcastle (NSW), Monash University, the University of Western Australia, the
University of Hull, the ANU, Waterloo University and the Humboldt University of
Berlin.

Bernhard was not a person who was narrowly focussed on mathematics. He was well
known in other circles. On his first visit to Australia he played in many chess clubs.
At the time of his death he was the oldest rated chess player in the country. He was
known to the broader Canberra public as a familiar figure cycling on its roads; in more
recent times wearing an electric blue helmet. He was an active musician. He played
the cello and recorder. He was for many years Vice-President of the Friends of the
Canberra School of Music; he helped judge an annual chamber music competition the
day before he died. He enjoyed exploring the countryside and showing visitors around
it.
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(1965) Bernhard in the Australian countryside

In spite of all this visible activity he was perhaps at his best giving quiet, often unno-
ticed and unrecognised help to individuals.

Bernhard Neumann was the right person at the time for mathematics in Australia
with his energy, enthusiasm and commitment to the subject and to people. During
his lifetime, Australia changed from a mathematically underdeveloped country to one
with a significant mathematical profile which he built with help from many others. A
memorial he would treasure is the contribution of colleagues to maintaining his vision,
and their building on the foundations he laid.

His was a life well lived.

I am indebted to a number of people for help, too many to name individually. My
thanks to them all. Special thanks to Dorothea Neumann for her unstinting help and
to John Mack for allowing me to borrow phrases from an obituary we wrote together
for AAMT.

Mike Newman

Other Obituaries for Bernhard Neumann

“Mathematician, gentleman and cyclist”, The Canberra Times, Friday November 1, 2002.
The ANU Reporter.

This year, the Australian Academy of Sciences and the Australian Association of Mathematics
Teachers will publish obituaries.

8 Australian Mathematical Society GAZETTE





