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This past October, the UConn mathematics department washost to the Ahlfors-Bers Colloquium. The
Colloquium is the latest name for a seriesof conferencesthat has been held every three or four years for
about half a century . It has quite a pedigree{ Lars Virtanen Ahlfors, along with JesseDouglas, was the
recipient of the �rst Fields Medal and Lipman Bers, his barely documented collaborator, was likewisea
mathematician and humanitarian of the �rst rank.

A Bit of History

Starting at the time of Gauss, people recognizedthe tie between the study of geometric objects in
the plane and complex numbers. This soon(er or later) developed into the �eld of geometric (complex)
function theory. A central problem, �rst madeexplicit by Riemannand thereafter calledRiemann'sproblem
of moduli, was to understand how the solutions of (reasonably nice) equations in two complex variables
changewhen the coe�cien ts vary. The solution wasgiven around 1960mostly by the joint e�orts of Ahlfors
and Bers. The sets of solutions are traditionally called Riemann surfacesand are two dimensional. But
those guys didn't stop there. They saw a tie to three dimensional spaces.



I guesswe'd all like to understand three dimensions| after all that's the place where we seemto live.
Even though physicists seemto believe that the universe is expanding or contracting or has a mystical
property called a cosmologicalconstant, right now we haven't a clue as to the solution to the simplest
question we can ask about three-dimensional spaces. It is called the Poincar�e conjecture and asks, \if it
looks round everywhere, is it really round?" Here I'm lying to make a point. If it looks round everywhere,
it is a sphere. The question Poincar�e posed,after a number of mistakes, is simpler { If there is no natural
obstruction to (that is, a reasonto think otherwise) your being round, are you round?

Geometric function theory, in a broad sensethe discipline of Ahlfors and Bers, is central to modern
mathematics. Eighteen of the Fields Medalists have worked directly in the �eld or in closely related areas
and used either results, ideas or techniques coming from the discipline. Note that only forty-two people
have beenawarded the Medal.

Whoops, I'v e lost track of the target | I'm supposedto be writing about the Colloquium here. Well,
Lipa Bers died in 1993. His postwar mathematics started with a seriousproof that a soap bubble, when
pierced,breaks. The technical statement of the theorem is that a minimal surfacehasno point singularities
| Karen Uhlenbeck's generalization of this theorem is central to modern mathematical physics. His
mathematical contributions and the life he led are the stu� of which legendsare made: he 
ed Europe with
three arrest warrants outstanding. If Hitler, Stalin and the Fascist dictator of Latvia want you, you've
created a new standard of political probit y. Lipa was terribly disappointed when he wasn't honored by
mention on Nixon's \enemies list". He had about 48 doctoral students, and an astounding number(for
that era) { oh, call it eighteen { were women. There were also the peoplehe adopted, among them J•urgen
Moser, Louis Nirenberg, Cathleen Morawetz and, later, Lisa Goldberg and this writer. He was the driving
force for the creation and �rst chair of the Human Rights committee of the National Academy of Sciences.

On a hot June afternoon, Irwin Kra, Linda Keen and this writer met in a terri�c New York restaurant.
We decided that we would try to continue the tradition of conferenceseven though Bers was gone and
Ahlfors was ailing. Our home universities would host the �rst three of the triennial meetings | that
was our attempt to bootstrap the start of the seriesand we were con�dent that each of our departments
contained su�cien tly many people coming from the Ahlfors-Bers tradition that each could host a large
gathering.

The �rst Bers Colloquium washeld at the Graduate Center of the Cit y University of New York in 1995.
There were six speakers and many participants. You didn't have to possessa Fields Medal or a National
Medal of Scienceto speak, but it didn't hurt; in fact, two would soon be honored by one or the other.
Linda Keen and Jozef Dodiuk hosted that conferenceand edited the proceedings.

Then, following a long battle with Ahlzheimer's, Lars Ahlfors died. Behind, he left a career in which
he had founded a new �eld of mathematics about every �v e years over a 60 year span. His vision of
mathematics was simultaneously penetrating and profound { with a clarit y that, in retrospect, we cannot
view but in awe. His passion for human rights was stated with subtlety but was deeply held. He was
at home personally as well as mathematically with the group, originally called the \Bers Ma�a", whose
mathematical interests were commingled with a personalcommitment to humanistic concerns.

The Colloquium was renamedto honor both Ahlfors and Bers.
The �rst Ahlfors-Bers Colloquium gathered at Stony Brook in 1998. It was hosted by Irwin Kra and

Bernie Maskit and featured a mix of plenary talks by senior mathematicians and promising young people.
As an organizer, I wasasked to intro ducetwo speakers | Lennart Carleson,who wasthen President of the
International Mathematical Union, and Phillp Gri�ths, who wasand remains the Director of the Institute
for AdvancedStudy.

The Collo quium comes to UConn

UConn was the last of the original sites of the Colloquium. At the time that it was a�rmed as the site
for 2001,Andy Haas becamea member of the organizing committee and the local cohost.

When we committed to running the meeting, UConn had no facilities for hosting a large conference
during the semester. There was no on-campushotel, there were few convenient eateries,meeting rooms
were poor, etc. However, we were promised that a new hotel would be open by the time of the meeting.



So,in a display of con�dence in administrators and outsidersthat provedbarely warranted, wescheduled
the meeting on campusin October, 2001. We requested$30,100in participant funding from the National
ScienceFoundation | they only gave us $30,000,but we managedto get by. The Department and the
UConn Research Foundation also provided �nancial support.

Then came September 11, 2001. A number of the expected participants and speakers cancelled |
most were from other continents where the newsfrom the United Stateswas far more frightening than the
gruesomereality.

The hotel opened on time but not by much. The �rst registered guest was ProfessorAlb ert Marden,
who had cometo participate in the Colloquium.

The Meeting

About 130 mathematicians came to UConn from around the world on October 18-21, 2001 to de�ne
the future of a �eld which was the legacy of Ahlfors and Bers and followed in the footprin ts of some
of mathematicians who de�ned a large part of the mathematical discipline as practiced at the turn of
the millenium | Margulies, Thurston, Sullivan, Gromov, et al. A few younger peoplehad received recent
Fields Medals | McMullen spoke at the �rst Colloquium and participated in the UConn gathering. Yoccuz
didn't comebut his students did.

While the previous two meetingshad somememorial aspects, the theme of the UConn Colloquium was
to look to the future. There were four days of plenary talks and workshops. At least three of our plenary
speakers were later chosento speak at the International Congressof Mathematicians in 2002; one, Alice
Chang, will be a plenary lecturer there. We do not yet know whether the International Mathematical
Union will follow its tradition and choosea Fields Medalist from our ranks.

For a day and a half, there were workshops that focussedmainly on the work of younger people |
someof the speakers were graduate students. Of the two workshops,one was organizedand lead by Fred
Gardiner and Nik Lakic of CUNY and the other by Dick Canary of Michigan. There wassuch an emphasis
on the work of younger people that one mathematician, who fell in the elderly group becausehe already
had tenure, threatened to organizea \geriatric workshop."

The twelve plenary lectures started on Friday afternoon and ran through Sunday. The opening talk
wasgiven by Oded Schramm of Microsoft Research. Again the emphasiswason hearing about the work of
younger mathematicians. It has beena tradition in the Colloquia that there be no repeat speakers. The
list of speakersat the Ahlfors-Bers Colloquium, together with abstracts of their talks, remains available at
www.math.uconn.edu/ abcolloq.

The Colloquium seemedto have been quite successful.Tammy Prentice (Administrativ e Assistant of
the Department) ran all the details of the Colloquium and, with her sta�, did a magni�cent job.

A good summary of the Colloquium was given by Scott Wolpert, who has turned into a dean at the
University of Maryland.

I am writing to congratulate everyoneon a �rst classjob of running a conference. The scheduling
of rooms, record keeping,mealsand banquet all ran smoothly . My room in the Inn was very nice; my
banquet dinner was well prepared and I was able to think just about mathematics and the weather.

I think the format of workshop/plenary lectures worked well, and having the younger-generation
included as lecturers was a de�nite success.Thanks to everyone with you,

Scott

What Comes Next

The proceedingsof the Colloquium at UConn, edited by Bill Abiko� and Andy Haas, are tentativ ely set
to be published in the Contemporary Mathematics seriesof the American Mathematical Society.

The next meeting of the Colloquium will take place in Michigan in 2004.


