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In this note we reflect on the work and life of Ruth Curtain. This article is strongly based on the article
(Zwart, 2019), which was written in Dutch.
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1. Melbourne-Groningen

On July, 16, 1941, Ruth was born in Melbourne as the eldest of
four children, all girls. She grew up in a standard working class
family, father a painter and decorator and mother a housewife.
During those days it was common practise that girls would leave
school at the age of 14, to start a job. This was also the opinion
of her father, but her mother disagreed. After a heavy domestic
fight, her mother won the battle “My mother was a great fighter”,
and Ruth could continue her education [1]. After this all her three
sisters were allowed to continue their education. At high school
mathematics was regarded not suitable for girls, they would fail
anyway. For Ruth this was an extra motivation to do her utmost,
which she did. On the day that the exam scores for mathematics
were announced, the students name with their score were read
out in front of the class. When the teacher came to the highest
score, 100, only Ruth and a male student were left. The male stu-
dent earned a 100, leaving Ruth quite puzzled. Then the teacher
said with a big smile “Ruth Curtain 110 for pure mathematics”.
Her high-school exam gave her access to the university, and with
a scholarship she started her bachelor program. The scholarship
came with the condition that after your graduation you would
work 3 years as a teacher. Ruth had the luck that she could for fill
this requirement by working as a tutor at the university. This en-
abled her to get her master degree. She did her master project on
a topic from algebra, which only fascinated her marginally. During
her bachelor she did physics and mathematics, but during her
master it was only mathematics, and she missed the physics. The
new research field of control theory drew her attention, and since
this topic could not be studied in Australia, nor at the standardly
chosen foreign universities Oxford and Cambridge, she left for the
USA to start a Ph.D. at Brown University. In 1969 she obtained her
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Ph.D. degree on stochastic partial differential equations [2]. After
a 18 month post-doc position at Purdue University and a short
visit back to Australia, she started to work at the newly founded
Control Theory Centre of the University of Warwick. Although this
was a very inspiring place, her career opportunities were limited.
This is the reason why after six years she left to accept a position
in mathematics at the University of Groningen in the Netherlands.
Initially, she had the plan to stay there only for a couple of years,
but she stayed at the university there until her retirement [3], and
she continued to live in the city until her death. That she never
pursued a career outside Groningen has two main reasons. First of
all it was the very active research atmosphere within the system
and control group, including her colleague Jan Willems, but also
many students who later became professors. Apart from her own
students, there were Henk Nijmeijer, Arjan van der Schaft, Rikus
Eising, and Siep Weiland, to name a few. Secondly, she liked the
city and the no-nonsense attitude of the Groningers.

2. Infinite-dimensional systems

Infinite-dimensional systems theory has always been the re-
search field of Ruth. As is clear from the title of her Ph.D. thesis,
Ruth started with stochastic differential equations. The interest
in (optimal) control of stochastic differential equations started
with the work of Kalman, solving the quadratic optimal control
problem for finite-dimensional systems. Around 1970, these re-
sults were extended to infinite-dimensional systems by Lions,
Magenes, Pritchard, and Zabczyk. Shortly after, Ruth, initially
together with Tony Pritchard, became active in this area. It is
important to remark that the general theory describing infinite-
dimensional linear differential equations via strongly continuous
semigroups was still young at that time [4,5]. In the middle of
the eighties Ruth stopped with her research on stochastic sys-
tems, but research on the quadratic optimal control problem and
the related algebraic Riccati equation (ARE) stayed an important
theme. One of her last articles studies the iterative approximation
of the largest solution of the ARE [6].
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During her whole career Ruth had a sharp eye for new de-
velopments within the field, which enabled her to extend theory
developed for finite-dimensional system to infinite-dimensional
systems. Prime examples of this is the work on approximation of
infinite-dimensional system by finite-dimension ones with Keith
Glover and Jonathan Partington [7], and the work with Akira
Ichikawa and her Ph.D. students Job Oostveen and Mark Opmeer
on the Nehari problem [8-10]. She always gave to her students
challenging topics. Next to the two mentioned above and myself
there were Jan Bontsema, Bert van Keulen, Carlos Kubrusly, Amol
Sasane and Martin Weiss. All her students could count on her
for help and support. Although she advocated for more equitable
hiring in the university system, all her Ph.D. students were male.
In the newspaper interview [ 1] she reflected on this in the remark
“The believe that women are not good in mathematics is deeply
embedded within the Dutch culture”. In the same interview she
questioned if she, as an unmarried (“marriage did not happen”)
older woman, was the right role model for young women.

3. Books

After her retirement she worked at home on problems that
interested her. Furthermore, she made many touristic travels. At
Christmas she did not send out greetings cards, but a long e-mail
accompanied by photos which she made during the trip of that
year.

Teamspirit was a learning goal in Australia, and this has re-
ally a reflection in Ruth’s work. A quick count in MathSciNet
shows that she wrote approximately two-third of her papers
with co-authors. Furthermore, she valued good textbooks. In 1978
she published together with Tony Pritchard a book on infinite-
dimensional systems theory [11]. Since they realised that not
every potential reader would have the necessary background in
functional analysis or operator theory to understand this new
field, they also wrote a book explaining these topics [12]. After
my Ph.D. in 1988 she asked me to jointly write a new version of
these books. The plan was that this book should contain exercises
and thus become more of a textbook. After seven years, this book
was published [13]. Like her earlier books, this book became very
quickly a standard reference within the field. Already in 2003
the first plans were made to revise this book, but the real work
started around 2011. We had regular contacts, via e-mail, phone,
fax, but also visits to her house, to discuss all the changes and
additions. In 2017 the process was close to finishing, but in June
she was diagnosed with lung cancer in an advanced state. At the
end of that year we heard from the publisher that they wanted to
publish our new book. Unfortunately, Ruth has not seen the final
product, since she passed away on March 18, 2018.

After her death many researchers, male and female, contacted
me expressing that Ruth always supported them and that she has
been an inspiring role model for them. Hence her doubt expressed
in the above mentioned newspaper interview was groundless.
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