
The Isaac Newton Institute for Mathematical Sciences: 
Inception to Inauguration1 

 
The inauguration of the Institute on 3 July 1992 was the culmination of four years’ preparation.  For 
a number of years and for a variety of reasons, a need had been felt for the UK to have a national 
institute in theoretical physics and mathematics.  Efforts had been made outside Cambridge to 
initiate such a development but little concrete progress had been made.  A crucial advantage which 
made the founding of an institute in Cambridge seem feasible was the possible availability of “pump-
priming” financial support from Cambridge Colleges. 

After some preliminary planning, tentative approaches for funding were made to St John's College 
and Trinity College in October 1988. In March 1989 St John's agreed in principle to construct a 
building on land the College owned at Clarkson Road in West Cambridge to house a Mathematical 
Sciences Research Institute. The building would be provided rent free for the first five years, subject 
to satisfactory evidence being received that funds to meet the running costs of the Institute for the 
first five years of its operation would be available from other sources, and subject to the rental value 
of the building being no more than about £150,000 per year at current prices. 

An ad hoc group, which had got together on an informal basis to initiate the proposal of the 
founding of such an institute in Cambridge, was formally constituted as a committee of the Council 
of the School of the Physical Sciences of the University under the chairmanship of Professor M Rees, 
then Director of the Institute of Astronomy. The detailed work was delegated to an executive sub-
committee consisting of Professor M Rees, Dr DJH Garling (then Head of the Department of Pure 
Mathematics and Mathematical Statistics), Professor HK Moffatt (then Head of the Department of 
Applied Mathematics and Theoretical Physics), Dr P Goddard and Dr PV Landshoff. 

The proposed institute had been conceived from the start as a national institute covering the whole 
broad range of the mathematical sciences. The Committee, having made sufficient progress to make 
the establishment of an institute seem feasible, considered how to ensure that the Institute would 
indeed be a national one. To this end it started to approach various appropriate national bodies. An 
important opportunity for this was provided by the retreat organised by the London Mathematical 
Society in May 1989 at the Isle of Thorns which was attended by representatives from the Edinburgh 
Mathematical Society, the Institute of Mathematics and its Applications, the Royal Statistical Society, 
a number of different universities and Professor AFM Smith (then Chairman of the Science and 
Engineering Research Council Mathematics Committee). Those present (voting as individuals) passed 
a motion "that the mathematicians present at the Retreat welcome with enthusiasm the creation of 
the Institute for Mathematical Sciences in Cambridge, along the lines proposed by the Cambridge 
Committee". Following this, the backing of the principal learned societies concerned with the 
mathematical sciences was obtained. 

In June 1989 the Trustees of the Isaac Newton Trust, established by Trinity College, indicated that 
the Trust would provide £200,000 per annum for five years towards the running costs of the 
Institute provided that additional funding of at least double this amount (exclusive of the rent being 
provided by St John's) was forthcoming from other sources. Sir Michael Atiyah, who joined the 
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Committee in May 1989, suggested that adopting the name The Isaac Newton Institute for 
Mathematical Sciences would be highly appropriate in view of the Institute's proposed breadth 
through pure mathematics, theoretical physics and the other mathematical sciences. 

 
The earliest date by which the Institute could open was constrained by both the time necessary to 
select and organise the first research programmes and by the time required for the planning and 
construction of the Institute's building. Both of these considerations pointed to July 1992 as the date 
for inaugurating the Institute's scientific work. A short list of architectural firms was prepared and 
interviews were held in June 1989. The firms had been sent an outline brief for the Institute building 
and were invited to present their ideas. The Cambridge firm of Annand and Mustoe Architects, 
whose presentation included a design in which the scientists' offices were all located around or close 
to a mezzanine discussion area, the feature for which the Institute is now famous, was successful in 
its bid and was selected to design the building.   
 
Financial support from the Science and Engineering Research Council (SERC), EPSRC’s predecessor, 
was a key requirement both for the financial backbone it would provide and because the associated 
peer review process would be a testimony of the value of the Institute to the mathematical 
community, and in April 1989 informal approaches were made to SERC’s Mathematics Committee. 
The proposal for a national institute was looked on with favour and, to ensure a competitive process, 
SERC decided that proposals to realise such an institute should be sought from a number of UK 
universities. Five proposals, from Cambridge, Edinburgh (Edinburgh and Heriot-Watt Universities), 
London, Oxford and Warwick, were selected for further consideration, and in November 1989 
presentations were made in London by representatives of those short-listed to a committee 
reporting to SERC’s Mathematics Committee. The Cambridge proposal had the advantages of more 
than a year's intensive planning and about £2 million in promised financial support from Cambridge 
and other sources. In December of that year, the Mathematics Committee recommended the 
funding of the Cambridge proposal, a recommendation which was confirmed early in 1990 with a 
'rolling' grant of about £366,000 per year for four years. 
 
Early in 1990, Sir Michael Atiyah, then Royal Society Research Professor in Oxford, was appointed 
Master of Trinity College by the Queen. This cleared the way for him to accept the Committee's 
invitation to become the first Director of the Institute. The award of the SERC grant, together with 
financial support generously provided by the London Mathematical Society, NM Rothschild and Sons 
and others, meant that all the conditions attached to the grants from St John's and Trinity had been 
satisfied, and so the Institute could now definitely be established. A report proposing the 
establishment of the Institute as part of the University of Cambridge and setting out its constitution 
was prepared and was approved by the University on 2 November 1990, formally establishing the 
Institute retrospectively from the previous 1 October. The Report appointed Dr Peter Goddard as 
Deputy Director of the Institute from 1 October 1991. The constitution provided that the 
management of the Institute should be the responsibility of a Management Committee, largely 
drawn from Cambridge, and that the Director should be advised on the selection of research 
programmes by a Scientific Steering Committee drawn from outside Cambridge. Professor EC 
Zeeman, Principal of Hertford College, Oxford, was appointed first Chair of the Scientific Steering 
Committee and Dr Landshoff, who with Dr Goddard had been doing much of the detailed work 
towards the establishment of the Institute, was appointed first Chair of the Management 
Committee. The Committee of the Council of the School of the Physical Sciences and its Executive 
Sub-Committee, which had brought the Institute into being, were dissolved in September 1990. 
 
The local planning environment in Cambridge was somewhat challenging at that time but, after 
some nervous moments, planning permission was obtained in October 1990. The firm of John 



Brignell Construction Ltd was selected by tender as building contractor in March 1991, and on 22 
April a ground-breaking ceremony was performed by Sir Michael Atiyah and Dr Garling, then 
President of St John's. The building cost of £1,258k, with added fees of £239k, was agreed.   The 
notional value of the land was set at £500k.  
 
Scientific planning began in earnest in the summer of 1990: a call for proposals was issued and the 
Scientific Steering Committee met for the first time in October. From the 23 proposals it received, it 
recommended, with start dates in July 1992, the selection of Dynamo Theory and Low Dimensional 
Topology and Quantum Field Theory as the first Isaac Newton Institute programmes. By the time the 
Institute opened in July 1992, the eight programmes for the first two years were at active stages of 
preparation with invitations to participants issued for nearly all of the first year and much of the 
second. 
 
The setting up costs totalled approximately £1 million.  In particular: the University, Gonville and 
Caius College and SERC each gave £lOOk and Emmanuel, Jesus and Christ's Colleges also made 
generous contributions, as did the London Mathematical Society; the Nuffield Foundation gave £57k 
towards staff costs during the setting-up period; and both Sun Microsystems and Apple UK made 
major donations of equipment with total value about £320k.  
 
The contract with John Brignall Construction Ltd, the building contractors, set the date for the 
completion of the building as 11 May 1992, however the building was finally completed about 6 
weeks late on 29 June 1992, only four days before the Inauguration of the Institute's scientific 
activities on 3 July: indeed Deputy Director Peter Goddard was reportedly to be seen, alongside the 
contractors, laying carpet tiles the night before the opening!  
 
This first event took the form of a meeting with talks chosen to illustrate the intended scientific 
breadth of the Institute as exemplified by the first year's programmes. Following some opening 
words by the Master of St John's, Professor Robert Hinde, Vaughan Jones (Berkeley), who had been 
awarded the Fields Medal in 1990, spoke on Knots, Keith Moffatt (DAMTP), who went on to be the 
second Director of the Institute, spoke on Flow, Sir Peter Swinnerton-Dyer (Senior Fellow, Newton 
Institute) spoke on Arithmetic and Roy Anderson (Imperial) spoke on Epidemics.  Additionally, 
historian of science, Allan Chapman (Oxford), spoke on Sir Isaac Newton and Sir Michael Atiyah 
spoke about The Institute.  The day ended with a reception in the Combination Room of St John’s 
followed by a dinner given by Trinity College to mark, somewhat in advance, the 350th anniversary of 
the birth of Newton on 25 December 1992.  
 
The official opening of the building had to wait until 30 October 1992 when the Chancellor of the 
University, HRH The Duke of Edinburgh, came to the Institute and met many of the visiting 
programme participants.   
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