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Laudatory speech for Michele Parrinello

Dear Laureate Michele Parrinello, honourable Federal Councilor Burkhalter, dear Presidents Piero Martinoli and Ralph Eichler, Ladies and Gentlemen,

A laudatory speech does rarely justice to a great scientific achievement. Most adequate would be to have all Michele Parrinello’s followers here on the stage. Since this is hardly feasible, I will say a few words as their representative.

First I would like to congratulate you, Michele, for this high distinction, also in the name of all those who did not yet have an opportunity to do so. But I also congratulate the prize committee of the Benoist Prize for having selected you as this year’s Prize recipient. It is the recipients who give a prize its high esteem and reputation. 

With their selection, prize committees do not just award past excellence but, as important, they set a clear sign for very promising thrust areas in science. I particularly commend the committee for having chosen the outstanding achievement of Michele Parrinello in the field of scientific computing. Scientific computing has become an valuable, unavoidable, and most demanding brother of the classical disciplines, in particular for solving problems involving the interaction of different systems with many variables with no way around scientific computing. 

Michele Parrinello and Roberto Car pioneered the ab initio molecular dynamics which was early recognized by their first prize of name, the Hewlett Packard Europhysics Prize. At that time, the electronic structure of reasonably large molecules could be calculated for a given arrangement of the atoms – with extensive use of computers though. Likewise the atomic positions could be calculated for given forces between the atoms which in turn depended on the electronic structure of the molecule – also making extensive use of computers. The ab initio molecular dynamics was a most elegant way, a type of Master Calculation, to arrive at an equilibrium configuration of atoms starting from a trial configuration without calculating electronic structure and atom positions at each step. It became the generic method for the solution of more and more intricate problems and applications in liquids, in chemistry, and in biology, including also transition rates. In the following lecture, Michele will elucidate the present state of art in molecular dynamics. A propos elegance, it has the same attractive sound in science for a solution of a problem as it has in fashion for clothing or whatever. In scientific computing, it is the brain-ware, in fashion it is the art&heart-ware which make the elegance.

The other important aspect of a science prize of name is to draw the attention of the public to the constant endeavors of science for humankind. Science does not bath in a pool of publicity. That is no catastrophe since it does not divert scientist from indulging peacefully in their passion for scientific insight and it protects them from getting corrupted by today’s widespread publicity mania. But reminding society from time to time of the achievements in science is an encouraging recognition for the scientific community at large.

We scientists are told again and again by business and political circles to be and act more competitive, more entrepreneurial, more international and more in co-operation networks of competence. All this is a great misunderstanding of both the mission of science and the driving force behind its tremendous, unequaled pace of progress. It is the passion for scientific insight, the tenacity to overcome the many hurdles, and the enthusiasm for discovery which push the frontiers of Science and Technology into new lands along the path of curiosity. Take competition as an example. Novelty has simply no competition. With whom should have Roberto Car and Michele Parrinello competed with their groundbreaking ab initio molecular dynamics? There was nothing and nobody alike in sight. Or take international. Science was the first global enterprise, both in thinking and acting, long before the globalization mania of recent decades in economy, politics, and society. The standard of science is set by the first rate scientist worldwide, undiluted by particular interests of local, national or other nature and scientific progress and results are subject to worldwide exposure and scrutiny. I am particularly glad that you, Michele, have chosen Switzerland again as your home base for your worldwide scientific activities. 

Science is a road to new shores and into unknown territory and the Promised Land might lie behind many mountains and hills. It requires walking constantly a tightrope between creativity and common knowledge, between impartiality and expertise, between questioning and faithful believing, between leaving established grounds and defending old territory, between fresh minds and establishment, between passion and ambition, between self-confidence and competition, short, between tomorrow and today. Dear Michele, you have found your good balance and I am confident that you will keep it.

Finally, a prize serves not just recognition. It carries as well the obligation to act as an ambassador for the values, virtues, and believes in science. Science started to operate increasingly with competition, financial and recognition incentives, with claims, with vain promises and assurances, and with other personal promotion schemes. None of them made science and scientists any better, thinking any deeper, and acting more progressive – on the contrary. All these practices are on loan from the business world, so we should give them back as fast as we can. They all impair the freedom of thinking – its most precious asset. They divert the attention from what one thinks is most worthwhile to do, from one’s own capabilities and from the very high standards of science based on creativity, novelty, openness, truth, and honesty. We have to understand that incorruptible selection of people, proposals, topics, and methods has nothing to do with competition, neither for the ones who select nor for the selected ones. It is important for us older ones to act as examples for the young science generation. During some decades, we heard steady complaints about science loosing so and so many brilliant brains to the financial sector. I consider it rather as a stroke of luck for science that these “brilliant brains” made the big mess elsewhere. Wherever I go, I meet a young generation of scientists which are by no means less devoted than we were. But we have to be careful, not to corrupt them with all this competition nonsense and alike.

Dear Michele, I am very glad and proud that we have scientists like you in our scientific community, scientists who are paid for what they are doing and not just scientists who are doing what they are paid for.

Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for your attention.

Wollerau, Nov.28, 2011                                                 H. Rohrer



