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HAROLD WIDOM TRIBUTE

IVAN Z. CORWIN

Harold Widom lived a life of math, penning major breakthroughs in essentially
every decade of his adult years. Though he passed away early in 2021, it was only
in early fall of that year that friends, family, and colleagues were able to gather
to celebrate Harold’s life and bury him. I was honored to be able to participate
in these activities and was floored when Harold’s daughter showed a group of his
fellow mathematicians the chalkboard in Harold’s study. Up until a few days before
his passing, he had been working on that board—equations, a shopping list, and a
heart with “Luv U” adorning it remained undisturbed.

Harold lived a life of math from the start as well. Growing up in New York
City, Harold quickly gravitated towards mathematics. In high school, he captained
the famous Stuyvesant math team, which included Elias Stein and Paul Cohen as
teammates. Finishing high school at the age of 16, Harold was a Putnam fellow at
18 and received his PhD under Irving Kaplansky at 22. I met Harold many years
after this time period (in late fall of 2008). However, after seeing him in action
and after seeing a photo of him from his time on the math team, I realized that
he never lost the spirit of that precocious youth. Indeed, on the few occasions that
I participated in lengthy discussions at the board with Harold and his long-time
collaborator, Craig Tracy, Harold’s excitement and humor was uncontainable, as
was his ability to make formulas bend to his will.

Harold lived a life of asymptotics. The first epoch of his research career focused
on the asymptotic behavior of the spectrum and determinants of Toeplitz matrices.
This work is discussed in the contribution of Basor, Böttcher, and Ehrhardt con-
tained in this issue. The second epoch of Harold’s research career began in the early
1990s, when he was already about 60 years old. It involved the study of the asymp-
totic behavior of the maximal eigenvalues of random matrices with Craig Tracy,
and it is in this context that the now famous Tracy–Widom distributions were dis-
covered. Finally, just a few years before turning 80, Harold entered his third epoch,
wherein he and Craig probed the asymptotic behavior for the asymmetric simple
exclusion process (ASEP)—a very important interacting particle system. My entire
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second year of graduate school was devoted to reading and presenting those papers
to colleagues at Courant. The ideas, techniques and subject matter that I learned
from that work lit a fire and propelled my own career forward tremendously. The
contributions of Deift, Its, and myself to this issue covers aspects of the second and
third epochs of Harold’s research.

Harold lived a full life. He is survived by three children, four grandchildren, and
his wife. Harold loved to hike and would often do so with his family in the hills
around Santa Cruz. I remember hiking with him and other colleagues in Banff
on the occasion of his 80th birthday conference. Harold worked at Cornell for the
first 13 years of his career and then decided to move to Santa Cruz as a founding
member of the math department there. The story goes that he got sick of the
Ithaca winters and wanted to go somewhere where he could play tennis and enjoy
the outdoors year round. A favorite locale for Harold and Craig’s collaboration was
along the hiking trails in the Black Forest surrounding Oberwolfach in Germany.
Later in life, Harold set up a fund to support environmental conservation in the
Santa Cruz area. He also had a keen love for violin and enjoyed being part of the
UC Santa Cruz orchestra for several years.

Harold lived a life that will be long remembered by his family, friends, and
many colleagues and collaborators. Moreover, his impact on a variety of fields of
mathematics will be long lasting, as will his legacy. While the articles contained in
this issue are a mathematical testament to Harold, there is an accompanying issue
of the Notices which contains more personal recollections about Harold.
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