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Major Gift Launches New  
Geometry and Physics Center

Allyn Jackson

Notices: How did the idea of the Simons Center 
arise?

Simons: The Simons Foundation is dedicated 
to supporting basic research in math and science. 
Marilyn and I wanted to make a major donation 
to Stony Brook, one that would have a significant 
impact. Stony Brook has a long tradition of close 
interaction between math and physics dating back 
to the joint seminar that I ran with Frank Yang 
when I was the head of the math department; 
more recently, we supported a series of very suc-
cessful summer workshops, and I concluded that 
such a center would be successful. And it already 
is—we have just hired a top string theorist, Mike 
Douglas.

Notices: Today there are many math institutes 
worldwide, and some of them sponsor programs 
across a wide range of areas, including the interface 
between geometry and physics. Why is a new center 
in this area needed?

Simons: From Archimedes to Newton to Einstein, 
much of the most profound work in physics has 
been deeply intertwined with the geometric side 
of mathematics. Since then, in particular with the 
advent of such areas as quantum field theory and 
string theory, developments in geometry and phys-
ics have become, if anything, more interrelated. 

The new center will give many of the world’s best 
mathematicians and physicists the opportunity to 
work and interact in an environment and an archi-
tecture carefully designed to enhance progress. We 
believe there is a chance that work accomplished 
at the center will significantly change and deepen 
our understanding of the physical universe and of 
its basic mathematical structure.

Notices: When will the new center start opera-
tions?

Simons: Summer 
workshops that actu-
ally predate the cen-
ter have been running 
for the past five years. 
We are now actively 
recruiting exceptional 
young mathemati-
cians and physicists 
for the center and have 
hired internationally-
renowned string theo-
rist Michael R. Douglas 
from Rutgers Univer-
sity, where he is a pro-
fessor and director of 
the New High Energy 

In February 2008, James Simons and his wife Marilyn announced that the Simons Foundation will 
donate US$60 million to Stony Brook University to construct and endow the Simons Center for Ge-
ometry and Physics. The center, to be located on the university’s main campus on Long Island in the 
state of New York, will have a permanent faculty, provide training and support for graduate students, 
run research programs, bring in visiting scholars, and sponsor workshops and conferences, among 
other activities.

As the co-discoverer, with S. S. Chern, of the Chern-Simons invariant, James Simons is a well known 
figure in mathematics and a recipient of the AMS Veblen Prize. Simons was chair of the Stony Brook 
mathematics department from 1968 to 1976, and while there he and the physics Nobel laureate 
C. N. Yang led a seminar that sparked new interactions between mathematics and physics. In 1982 he 
founded the private investment firm Renaissance Technologies, which is today regarded as the best-
performing hedge fund in the industry. His wife Marilyn Simons has served since 1994 as president 
of the Simons Foundation, a charitable organization that supports researchers and institutions con-
ducting advanced work in the basic sciences and mathematics, with a major emphasis on autism. The 
foundation has already given more than US$85 million to Stony Brook University to support a variety 
of initiatives, including summer institutes on string theory, workshops, and a lecture series related 
to mathematics and physics. The new donation is the largest single gift in the university’s history.

The Notices asked Jim Simons to respond by email to several questions about the new center.

Marilyn and James Simons at the 
news conference announcing the 
gift to establish the Simons Center 
at Stony Brook University.
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Theory Center, as well as several postdocs for the 
fall. The center will be running at full speed after 
a new building is completed in 2010.

Notices: What will be the center’s structure—e.g., 
will there be a substantial permanent faculty à la 
IHES [Institut des Hautes Études in Paris], or will it be 
primarily a visitors’ institute à la MSRI [Mathemati-
cal Sciences Research Institute in Berkeley]?

Simons: The structure will be intermediate be-
tween those models, though closer to IHES than 
to MSRI. There will be a director, six permanent 
faculty, and as many as thirty visitors at any time 
throughout the year, along with workshops, con-
ferences, etc.

Notices: Has a director been chosen yet?
Simons: No.
Notices: How will the Simons Center relate to 

Stony Brook’s C. N. Yang Institute for Theoretical 
Physics or to Stony Brook’s Institute for Mathemati-
cal Sciences?

Simons: The interaction is expected to be close 
and mutually beneficial, as visitors to the center 
interact with faculty of the YITP, the IMS, and the 
math and physics departments. (The permanent 

faculty are expected to be tenured members of 
either the math or physics department.)

Notices: You have given a lot of money to math-
ematics research—to Stony Brook, to MSRI, to IHES, 
etc. What motivates you in your philanthropy on 
behalf of mathematics?

Simons: The Simons Foundation is dedicated to 
supporting basic research in mathematics and sci-
ence. I was a professional mathematician for many 
years. I still love it, and I am very much interested 
in new developments, especially in geometry, 
topology, and the physics-math interface. I feel 
this is an area where my personal accumulated 
experience can make me an intelligent supporter 
of the field.

Notices: Are you still doing mathematics?? Will 
you participate in scientific activities at the Simons 
Center?

Simons: For almost 30 years I did not do re-
search, but recently the spirit came over me, and, 
as time permits, I have been collaborating with Den-
nis Sullivan on research on differential cohomol-
ogy [see “Axiomatic Characterization of Ordinary 
Differential Cohomology”, by James Simons and 
Dennis Sullivan, January 2007, http://arxiv.
org/abs/math/0701077], a subject in which Jeff 
Cheeger and I played an active role years ago. As 
for the center, I do not plan any formal participa-
tion but will certainly maintain a keen interest in 
its doings.

Notices: How do you see the future for support 
of mathematics research?

Simons: Generally speaking, I favor increased 
levels of support for mathematics and physical 
and life science. Aside from the inevitable positive 
impact on the world’s economy, the advancement 
of knowledge lifts humanity’s spirits, opening our 
eyes to the wonders of the universe.

Remarks of Dennis Sullivan
On February 27, 2008, Stony Brook University issued a news 
release about the Simons Foundation gift and the new center 
it would establish. The news release contained the following 
remarks by Dennis Sullivan, professor of mathematics at Stony 
Brook University:

“Since the 1920s, physicists have believed that the real 
world is described more accurately by quantum theory than 
by classical physics based on Newton’s calculus of forces. It 
is becoming apparent that something like this is also at least 
partly true for the world of mathematics. In the 1990s, the 
celebrated Russian mathematician Yuri Manin went so far as 
to predict that the twenty-first century will be remembered as 
the century of the quantization of mathematics.

“What has happened is a series of uncanny events in math-
ematics, the discovery of phenomena which are very natural to 
the physicists—quantum theorists and string theorists—who 
found them, but quite uncanny to mathematicians. The con-
cepts of language have not kept up with the phenomena. It is 
well known that this is true in physics, where mathematical 
models combining calculus and geometry, used so success-
fully by Einstein and by much of twentieth century science, 
have not been sufficiently enriched to express the physical 
reality implicit in quantum theory. But it holds in mathemat-
ics as well.

“The formation of the Simons Center for Geometry and 
Physics, and its location at Stony Brook, is a natural product of 
the scientific activity referred to in Manin’s prediction. Several 
of the uncanny discoveries were inextricably intertwined with 
the Chern-Simons formula, discovered by Jim Simons and the 
great differential geometer S. S. Chern, and they took place in 
a physical-mathematical context that had been to some extent 
redirected by the interaction between Jim Simons and C. N. 
Yang in the 1970s at Stony Brook.”

Architect's rendering of the proposed Simons 
Center for Geometry and Physics.
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