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'l had such fun!’, says winner of top math
prize

March 20 2024, by Juliette Collen

"All my life I worked to the point of exhaustion -- but I had such fun!" says
French mathematician Michel Talagrand, new winner of the Abel Prize.

For Michel Talagrand, who won the Abel mathematics prize on
Wednesday, math provided a fun life free from all constraints—and an
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escape from the eye problems he suffered as a child.

"Math, the more you do it, the easier it gets," the 72-year-old said in an
interview with AFP.

He is the fifth French Abel winner since the award was created by
Norway's government in 2003 to compensate for the lack of a Nobel
prize in mathematics.

Talagrand's career in functional analysis and probability theory saw him
tame some of the incredibly complicated limits of random behavior.

But the mathematician said he had just been "studying very simple things
by understanding them absolutely thoroughly."

Talagrand said he was stunned when told by the Norwegian Academy of
Science and Letters that he had won the Abel prize.

"I did not react—I literally didn't think for at least five seconds," he said,
adding that he was very happy for his wife and two children.

Fear of going blind

When he was young, Talagrand only turned to math "out of necessity,"
he said.

By the age of 15, he had endured multiple retinal detachments and "lived
in terror of going blind".

Unable to run around with friends in Lyon, Talagrand immersed himself
in his studies.

His father had a math degree and so he followed the same path. He said
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he was a "mediocre" student in other areas.

Talagrand was particularly poor at spelling, and still lashes out at what he
calls its "arbitrary rules".

Especially in comparison to math, which has "an order in which you do
well if you are sensitive to it," he said.

In 1974, Talagrand was recruited by the French National Centre for
Scientific Research (CNRS), before getting a Ph.D. at Paris VI
University.

He spent a decade studying functional analysis before finding his
"thing": probability.

It was then that Talagrand developed his influential theory about
"Gaussian processes," which made it possible to study some random
phenomena.

Australian mathematician Matt Parker said that Talagrand had helped
tame these "complicated random processes".

Physicists had previously developed theories on the limits of how
randomness behaves, but Talagrand was able to use mathematics to
prove these limits, Parker said on the Abel Prize website.

'Monstrously complicated’

"In a sense, things are as simple as could be—whereas mathematical
objects can be monstrously complicated," Talagrand said.

His work deepening the understanding of random phenomena "has
become essential in today's world," the CNRS said, citing algorithms
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which are "the basis of our weather forecasts and our major linguistic
models".

Rather than creating a "brutal transformation", Talagrand considers his
discoveries as a collective work he compared to "the construction of a
cathedral in which everyone lays a stone".

He noted that French mathematics had been doing well an elite level,
notching up both Abel prizes and Fields medals—the other equivalent to

a math Nobel, which is only awarded to mathematicians under 40.

"But the situation is far less brilliant in schools," where young people are
increasingly less attracted to the discipline, he lamented.

The new Abel winner admitted that math can be daunting at first, but re-
emphasized his belief that it gets easier the more you do it.

He advised aspiring mathematicians not to worry about failure.

"You can fail to solve a problem 10 times—but that doesn't matter if you
succeed on the 11th try," he said.

It can also be hard work.

"All my life I worked to the point of exhaustion—but I had such fun!"
he said.

"With math, you have all the resources within yourself. You work

without any constraints, free from concerns about money or bosses," he
added.

"It's marvelous."
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Talagrand will receive his prize, including a 7.5-million-kroner
($705,000) check, in Oslo on May 21.
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