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Preface

Gerrit van Dijk (1939-2022)

Gerrit van Dijk at his valedictory lecture in 2004

This special issue is dedicated to the memory of Gerrit van Dijk, who passed away at home
in Nieuw Vennep on April 16, 2022, after returning from hospital. He was born in Kampen in
the eastern Dutch province of Overijssel on August 14, 1939.

Gerrit studied mathematics at Utrecht University, where he completed a PhD under the
supervision of professor Tonny Springer in 1969, entitled Spherical functions on the p-adic
group PGL(2). He spent the following year at the Institute for Advanced Study with Harish-
Chandra as a mentor, whom in his valedictory lecture in 2004 Gerrit described as the greatest
genius he ever met. This was an important visit for Gerrit, and the mathematical work in
his career has been focussed on harmonic analysis on Lie groups and representation theory
ever since. After returning from Princeton to Utrecht, he moved to Leiden University in 1972,
where he was appointed as a full professor in 1980. He retired in 2004 and at this occasion
was appointed Officer of the Order of Oranje-Nassau for his services to mathematics, science,
and society.

In Leiden, Gerrit van Dijk supervised 14 Ph.D. students, the first one of these being Gert
Heckman. Gerrit’s role as a supervisor is eloquently described in Gert’s contribution Becoming
a mathematician to this special issue. For the supervision of five of these Ph.D. students,
Gerrit collaborated with Tom Koornwinder. Together with several other mathematicians in the
Netherlands, such as Erik Thomas, Gerrit and Tom organised a number of national seminars and
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conferences on Lie theory. At the international level, he visited Russia quite a few times, and
Tambov in particular. This led to a close collaboration with several Russian mathematicians
and to a number of visits and research projects. The most important collaboration was with
Vladimir Molchanov in Tambov, and we find it very fitting that there is a contribution by
Vladimir to this special issue.

Gerrit van Dijk played an important role in administration. In Leiden, he served as a director
of the mathematics department and of the computer science department, and as a dean of
the science faculty. At the international level, he was very much involved in the start of the
European Association of Deans of Science. Nationally, he was one of the co-founders of
the national research institute Thomas Stieltjes Institute for Mathematics, which later merged
into the national research institute WONDER. He was also one of the initiators and the first
director of the Lorentz Center in Leiden as an international centre for meetings in mathematics,
computer science, physics, and astronomy. In addition, he served on the Science Domain Board
of the Dutch Research Council NWO.

Over the years, Gerrit developed an interest in the history of mathematics and mathemati-
cians. One of his first endeavours was to set up a new publication of the (Euvres Complétes
of Thomas Stieltjes in 1993, including a short biography of Stieltjes and papers describing
the impact of Stieltjes’ work on modern mathematics. As a member, elected in 1993, of the
Koninklijke Hollandsche Maatschappij der Wetenschappen (KHMW; Royal Holland Society
of Sciences and Humanities), he wrote several booklets Biografische Schetsen (Biografical
Sketches) after his retirement. The booklets contain short biographies and pictures of former
members of the KHMW, including mathematicians and two presidents of the USA. Also after
his retirement, he wrote short opinionated biographies of all mathematics professors in Leiden
in the period 1575-1975. One of the first was Rudolph Snellius, who additionally taught
Hebrew. His son Willibrordus Snellius also became a professor of mathematics (and astronomy)
in Leiden. He was not only famous for Snell’s Law, but also for his quadrant for measuring
angles. Gerrit was the initiator to rename the building housing the mathematics department into
the Snellius Building and to have a replica of the quadrant on display in its central hall. As
a member of the KHMW, Gerrit also presented a lecture on Geloof in de wiskunde (Faith in
mathematics) that includes a discussion on mathematics and religion; see also Gert Heckman’s
contribution to this special issue for this.

Gerrit van Dijk has had a lasting impact on various developments in mathematics, on the
organisation of the Dutch mathematical landscape, and on the popularisation of mathematics.
The current special issue of Indagationes Mathematicae is focussed on the mathematical content
of his legacy, which we view as a fitting tribute to a mathematician who has been influential
in many different ways.
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