
Chancellor, ladies and gentlemen,

“The Universe is a close-run thing.” So Professor John Barrow concluded a recent talk on “Our
place in the Universe.” The universe as a whole is the subject matter of cosmology which,
together with astronomy – the study of celestial objects – is the oldest of all sciences. In spite
of the practical applications, for example, to agriculture and navigation, which helped promote
the early development of astronomy, there can be little doubt that the birth of these subjects
is tied up with loftier considerations. The first thinking humans must have marvelled, just as
we do today, at the immensity of the night sky, at the perennial cycle of sun and moon, at the
terrifying sight of a solar eclipse. These astronomical observations will have evoked questions of
a fundamental nature in our ancestors: What are the forces that govern the cosmos? Where do
we come from? Why are we here? What is our place in the Universe? At the risk of offending
colleagues in the humanities, I am tempted to say that the birth of cosmology marks the birth
of civilization.

The emergence of astronomy and cosmology is thus intimately linked with the birth of the-
ology and philosophy. Indeed, early astronomers often doubled up as priests, diviners and
philosophers. Such multitasking survived until relatively recent times: Issac Newton, in the
mid 1600s, was not just a physicist; he was also a mathematician, astronomer, natural philoso-
pher, alchemist, and author of religious tracts. In the early 1700s, Thomas Wright of Durham,
our first local astronomer, worked also as a mathematician, instrument maker, architect and
garden designer; he too was interested in the great questions of religion and his astronomical
work is soaked in mysticism. Another of our local celebrities, Temple Chevallier in the mid
1800s, was not only Professor of Mathematics and Astronomy, but also Reader in Hebrew,
University Registrar and Lecturer in Divinity.

As the scientific method became increasingly refined and the sciences began to differentiate
into physics, biology, chemistry, the connection with philosophy and religion was, if not entirely
lost, at least deferred. It is in this general context that we must view the unusual and quite
remarkable achievements of today’s honorary graduand, Professor John David Barrow. John
Barrow is first and foremost a physicist, a distinguished cosmologist – he received the best
possible training as a theoretical physicist here at Durham University from where he graduated
with a first class honours degree in Mathematics in 1974 (having collected along the way all
the available undergraduate prizes in Mathematics and represented Durham at the BBC’s
University Challenge). He is, however, a lot more than that. He is a physicist who is willing
to explore the deepest philosophical and theological implications of modern cosmology. In
his oration for the award of the degree of Doctor Honoris Causa by the Szczecin University
in Poland, Professor Michael Heller from the Pontifical Academy in Krakow, called John a
“philosophising physicist,” in the same tradition as Sir Arthur Eddington and Sir James Jeans.

John obtained his PhD from Oxford University with a thesis entitled “Non-uniform cosmological
models.” After postdoctoral fellowships at Berkeley and back in Oxford, he settled in Sussex,
where he remained for 18 years (eventually becoming director of its Astronomy Centre) until
he was lured to Cambridge in 1999 to become director of the Millennium Mathematics Project,
an outreach programme to increase awareness of maths amongst children and adults. He is also
Professor of Mathematical Sciences. I got to know John when I became a postdoctoral fellow
at Sussex in the mid 1980s– in fact the opportunity to work with John was the very reason I
chose to go to Sussex in preference to London or Oxford.

As the title of his PhD thesis suggests, John gravitates towards the unorthodox. He tends to
eschew the mainstream, preferring instead to question the fundamentals. While most cosmol-
ogists take it for granted that the Universe is homogeneous and isotropic, John has developed
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the mathematical theory of anisotropic universes. While most physicists assume that the fun-
damental constants of nature (like Newton’s gravitational constant) are just that: constants,
John has considered what our universe would be like if some of them varied with time and has
even proposed tests of their universality. A list of some of the topics in which John has worked
reveals the breadth of his interests and his affection for the eclectic: cosmological inflation,
primordial magnetic fields, alternative theories of gravity, extra dimensions, singularities. John
gets away with such breath because of his tremendous mathematical ability which allows him to
explore unorthodox avenues in a rigorous and elegant way. I remember, while I was at Sussex,
John being invited to lecture in cosmology at 10 Downing Street. While vetting his seminar,
the officials warned him – these were the 1980s – not to mention the word inflation, not even
cosmological inflation. At any rate, as he told me later, when Mrs Thatcher introduced him,
she entreated him to speak slowly and to keep it simple, “so simple,” she said, “that even
Cabinet minister Mr Nicholas Ridley, will be able to understand.”

John combines his profound physical intuition and brilliant mathematical talent with out-
standing writing ability. He is a prolific author and, alongside more than 200 refereed scientific
papers, he has written 19 books (translated into 28 languages), ranging from treatises such as
the 700-page “The anthropic cosmological principle,” to more popular expositions of topics in
physics and mathematics and even a play, entitled “The infinities,” which was premiered at the
Teatro de la Scala in Milan and won an Italian theatre award in 2002. In his books, John is
a scientist, a scholar and a deep thinker. It is this medium which enables him to explore the
more profound implications of his cosmological work. What is the nature of the laws of Physics?
Why is our universe susceptible to mathematical description? Why is our universe seemingly
so finely-tuned to allow life? The titles of his books reveal John’s intellectual wealth: “The left
hand of creation,” “New theories of everything,” “Pi in the sky,” “The artful universe.” The
titles of two of his recent books nicely bracket John’s interests: “The book of nothing” and
“The infinite book”

A pre-eminent physicist, mathematician, science popularizer and playwrite. Yet, there is more...
Soon after we arrived at Sussex, my wife, Susan, and I were invited to dinner at the Barrows.
While John was putting the kids to bed and Elizabeth was busy in the kitchen, I inspected the
photographs displayed on the mantelpiece. While I was admiring the image of John shaking
hands with Pope John Paul II, Elizabeth came into the room and noticing at the expression of
admiration in my face, she said: “But you are looking at the wrong photo – see the one next
to it.” There was a young John, 12 or 13 years old, standing on the top step of a podium.
“Surely,” I said, “winning an athletics event does not compare with meeting the Pope.” “No”
she replied “until you see who came in second and third.” They were Steve Ovett and Sebastian
Coe.

In the photograph with Coe and Ovett, John held the winner’s cup. This was perhaps the first
of the dozens of awards and honours that John has received throughout his career. In addition
to his election as a Fellow of the Royal Society in 2003, I should just single out the 2006
Templeton Prize for “Progress toward research or discoveries about spiritual realities.” This is
a very prestigious prize awarded for work that explores the deeper implications of science.

Chancellor, I present former Durham undergraduate, John David Barrow, a man of erudition,
originality, brilliance and modesty, to receive the degree of doctor of science honoris causa.
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