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Adam J. Ginensky (Chicago)

Reminiscenses of Zygmund1

I entered graduate school in the department of mathematics at the
University of Chicago in the fall of 1977. At the time, �rst-year students
took three classes per quarter in required subjects: one class each in
analysis, algebra, and geometry. After 3 quarters, there was an oral
masters exam. One needed to pass this exam in order to continue on
towards a doctorate. In the analysis sequence the �rst quarter was real
analysis and the professor in 1977 was Antoni Zygmund !

I entered graduate school with a fair amount of background and I
knew who Zygmund was. I had perused his book on Trigonometric
Series. It was far above my level of mathematical sophistication, but I
was awed by the idea that I would be taught by its author. I was pretty
comfortable with most of the material that was going to be taught in
the analysis class, and I was delighted to have the opportunity to take
a class from such a famous man. A reason to go to a place like Chicago
was for the opportunity to interact with people like Zygmund.

The class was good but not great. Zygmund took a leisurely ap-
proach to teaching. He was never in a hurry and more than once he
didn't quite �nish what he intended to cover. He would just announce
that he would �nish what he was talking about in the next class. He
had a very pleasant style of communicating; he would stop frequently
and ask if there were questions. In addition, he would occasionally make
mistakes or get stuck at the blackboard.

By 1977 Zygmund was getting old. He still ran a seminar (on partial
di�erential equations if I recall correctly) but his ability to concentrate
was diminishing. In class he would occasionally loose his train of thought
and would occasionally draw a blank in the middle of a proof. Because
I was already somewhat familiar with �rst-year analysis, I could occa-
sionally help him out when he got stuck on the board. Incidentally,
it was an all-star class. Mike Christ and Dave Barrett were two of my
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fellow �rst-year students in the class. Both went on to have outstanding
careers as analysts. I have a hard time recollecting speci�c proofs on
which he got stuck, but I believe he had an issue explaining Lebesgue
integration.

While I found the class pleasant, and while it was a fantastic thing
to hear what Zygmund thoughts about about convergence questions, it
was clear he was struggling and I know that some of the students with
weaker backgrounds had a hard time following him. In fact this was
the last year he was allowed to teach �rst-year graduate students. He
continued to teach a more advanced class as well as run a seminar with
Calderon for years after that, but my interest lay in algebra so I never
attended any of those.

This was not my �nal interaction with Zygmund. At the end of the
�rst year, students took an oral masters examination. You had three
examiners, one each for analysis, algebra, and geometry. The oral exams
were, if I recall correctly, about an hour and could cover anything from
the entire year in that topic. While I had done well in Zygmund's class,
on the day of his �nal exam I had a very bad cold. In addition I had
about a 20 minute walk to school in freezing weather. By the time I
reached the department to take his exam I was completely mentally
exhausted and I couldn't think straight. I failed the �nal exam that fall
! I knew that when masters orals came, I would have to show that this
was an aberration. As fate would have it, Zygmund was my examiner
for analysis !

I had done pretty well in all my classes and I had no worries about
my knowledge. I was fully con�dent that I would pass all my masters
orals and, in fact, I spent most of my time in the week or so study
period prior to the exam reading science �ction novels. There was one
exception to this indi�erence to studying. Real analysis. I studied long
and hard because I was determined to show to Zygmund that my failing
his �nal exam was a freak occurrence.

I arrived at his o�ce, thoroughly prepared and ready to recite the
proof of any theorem from his class. I walked in, greetings were ex-
changed, and Zygmund said, �Ginensky, Ginensky, Ginensky, I have to
ask you a few questions". I replied that I was ready and he should ask
what he wanted. His �rst question- �Ginensky, is that name Russian
or Polish ? " I explained what I knew - my grandfather was from near
Minsk and that it was Belarusian. He asked about how I pronounced it
and he might have commented on that. He then starting talking about
the di�erence between Polish and Russian spellings. It was pleasant and
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I knew that the more time he spent talking about east European names,
the less time there was for him to ask my questions about hard analysis.
However, at some point I felt guilty and asked him if he wanted to ask
me any questions about analysis. I reminded him that I had failed his
�nal and that I wanted an opportunity to show that this failure was an
aberration that didn't re�ect my knowledge. He replied that he knew
I was one of the better students in the class, that he remembered me
from class and that he didn't feel it was necessary for him to ask any
mathematical questions. He was con�dent that I was good enough to
go on. I recall that I insisted that he ask me some questions and he
had none. I believe that I insisted on proving Hölder inequality. I also
recall that he asked me something about residues when I told him that
residues were something I liked. At that point he refused to go on.

We still had some time, so I asked him if I could ask him any ques-
tions about Poland and mathematicians. He talked about a number
of people and lamented the death of a number of Polish Jewish math-
ematicians. The only distinct memory I have is what he said about
Banach. He said that Banach would spend all day in the cafe. He was
always smoking. I don't recall the exact phrasing, but he said that Ba-
nach would sit and drink beer and do mathematics. I remember saying
something to the e�ect that it sounded like my kind of mathematics.

About an hour or so, someone else popped their head in his door and
my interview was over. I would see Zygmund in the halls of the mathe-
matics department every now and then, but I never had any substantive
conversations with him after that. I remember asking a fellow student
who was studying analysis about Zygmund and he said that he was still
sharp. He said that while he probably shouldn't be around �rst-year
students, in seminar he still had good ideas and certainly followed ev-
erything. As I said, my year, 1977, was the last year in which Zygmund
taught �rst-year students. I've always been pleased that I was able to
take his class. To a very select few people who would know or care, I
brag that I learned analysis from Zygmund !
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