TALK GIVEN AT THE INFORMAL LAUNCH OF THE AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE FOR HEALTH INNOVATION AT UNIVERSITY OF NSW

THE GORDIAN KNOT
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Dean, Colleagues and especially Jeffrey, Enrico and Ken, thank you for allowing me to participate in this very important ceremony today.  It is a double pleasure as some forty years ago I graduated from this University having spent six years in the building right behind me.  Of course, AGSM did not exist then.  In fact, apart from the Wallace Wurth Building, there were no other buildings at the high end of the campus and not much other than interesting sand hills between us and the Roundhouse!  But they were great times.

Even then, the University had a reputation for innovation and was the first medical school to focus primarily on graduating medical practitioners focused on general practice.  I guess I was not  successful as I ended up as a Cardiothoracic Surgeon!

This is an important day for the University, for the Institute and for all of us, and it is particularly important for our patients across NSW.  As Sir John Oldham said recently in London, “it is all about the patient!”  If we do not improve patient care then all our research, all our technology and all our analysis is misdirected!  For health care is really a tangled conglomerate of many special interest groups, skill mix and experience.  

So I thought today we should think about some history, in particular, that of the Gordian Knot.
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The legend of the Gordian Knot was made particularly famous by Shakespeare in Henry V, Act 1, Scene 1, 45-47 “Turn him to any cause of policy, the Gordian Knot of it he will unloose for me as his garter”.  It has come to be a metaphor any insoluble problem, solved by a bold stroke.  

But the legend goes back to the time of Phrygians who were without a legitimate King.  An Oracle had decreed that the next man to enter the city driving an ox cart would become their King.  A poor peasant, Gordias, drove in to town on his ox cart.  Not only that, but it is reported that an eagle landed on his ox cart so he was to become King of Phrygia.  

As a memorial to this momentous occasion, his son Midas dedicated the ox cart to the Phrygian Gods and tied it to a post with an intricate knot of cornel bark.  There the ox cart stood until in 333 BC when Alexander the Great arrived and attempted to untie the knot.  Try as he might, he could not undo it so he took his sword, sliced it in half and then lifted up both ends of the rope.  This was to become known as the Alexandrian Solution!

To understand health care in modern society is to confront the Gordian Knot.  Today we celebrate the coming together of three very successful institutes and/or centres, 
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the Simpson Centre for Health Services Research, 
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the Centre for Clinical Governance Research and
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 the Centre for Health Informatics.

For the University, Dean, this is indeed a bold stroke.  It is not often that one changes direction of a successful organisation, let alone three.  But we must congratulate the University for its vision in bringing together these three teams and, in particular, their three leaders who are here with me this afternoon.  Such a stroke reflects the vision of a great university.

There can be little doubt given their amazing records in their own highly specialised fields the combination of all three and their collaborators will enable us to undo many an “insoluble” problem!

But to tie a knot, you need a rope.  So, conversely, I ought analyse what is happening today and its similarities to a rope.  
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It is said that King Solomon was one of the wisest men of all ages.  It is also thought that, as well as proverbs, Solomon also wrote the Ecclesiastes. I quote from him;

“two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work; if one falls down, his friend can help him up, but pity the man who falls and has no one to help him up!  Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm, but how can one keep warm alone?  Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves.  A cord of three strands is not quickly broken.” 

 Need I say more?

Today we are witness the coming together of three strands of research and endeavour that must improve the quality and safety of patient care.

So, Dean, I congratulate you again for your bold stroke which may well unravel some of the mysteries of health care in Australia and conversely for your wisdom in entwining three strands in to a rope that will not quickly be broken.

Clifford Hughes
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