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Nandor Balazs

andor Balazs, a distinguished

member of the department of
physics and astronomy at Stony
Brook University for 42 years, died of
age-related complications on 16 Au-
gust 2003 at his home in Setauket,
New York. He maintained a lifelong
interest in statistical mechanics ap-
plied to a wide variety of topics.

Nandor was born on 7 July 1926 in
Budapest, Hungary, where he at-
tended the Scientific University of
Budapest. His first publication, which
appeared in Nature in 1949, was on
the theory of viscosity. He escaped
from the communist takeover during
the first Hungarian uprising in 1949
and began attending the University of
Amsterdam in 1950. He swiftly ob-
tained his PhD in 1951 with theoreti-
cal work in statistical physics.

Nandor was a research associate
with Erwin Schridinger at the Dublin
Institute for Advanced Studies during
1951 and 1952. Schridinger arranged
a visiting assistantship for him with
Albert Einstein at the Institute for
Advanced Study in Princeton, New
Jersey, where Nandor stayed a year.
From Princeton, he went to the Uni-
versity of Alabama (1953-55) and to
the University of Chicago’s Fermi In-
stitute (1955-59). He returned to
Princeton to work at the Plasma
Physies Laboratory in 1959. In the fall
of 1961, Leonard Eisenbud, chair of
the nascent physics department at
SUNY's Oyster Bay campus, per-
suaded him to join the department
while the university’s permanent
campus at Stony Brook was under
construction. Nandor taught and car-
ried out research at Stony Brook, with
frequent excursions as a visitor to
other institutions.

During the course of his life, Nan-
dor had close friendships and working
collaborations with Schrédinger, Paul
Dirac, Subrahmanyan Chandra-
sekhar, Eugene Wigner, and other
major figures in 20th-century physics.
He was a visiting professor at various
times at the universities of California
(San Diego campus), Washington,
Cambridge, Oxford, Heidelberg,
Ziirich, Jilich, Munich, Orsay, and
Saclay. For a number of years, he made
one or two trips annually to Los
Alamos, where he advised and collabo-
rated with members of the theory divi-
sion, primarily on relativity, cosmology,
and quantum information. He later
(2000 and 2001) would chair the Los
Alamos National Laboratory theory di-
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vision’s external review committee.
Nandor’s work in physics was dis-
tinguished by a depth of understand-
ing and interest in the mathematical
fundamentals of various topics, which
ranged from nuclear physics to infor-
mation theory and chaos. A collabora-
tion with one of us (Berry) began in
1978 as an outgrowth of Nandor’s
work with George Zipfel in which he
and Zipfel showed how nonclassical
interference fringes in phase space
could have interesting consequences
for the semiclassical limit of quantum
mechanics. After Berry extended
these ideas on Wigner functions,
Nandor invited him to Stony Brook;
from that visit, three papers evolved.
One, with Michael Tabor and two of us
(Berry and Voros), showed how to turn
a wide class of classical maps, the sim-
plest chaotic systems, into quantum
maps and thereby provide a simple
formalism for studying what was be-
ginning to be called quantum chaos.
During the 1980s, Nandor made
repeated and fruitful stays in Orsay
and Saclay, where he extended the
study of theoretical and mathematical
problems at the classical borderline of
quantum mechanics. With one of us
(Balian) and Marcel Vénéroni, he ex-
plored the part played by information
and entropy in quantum statistical
mechanics. Also, Balian and Nandor
proved that two methods of inference
for the assignment of a state to a par-
tially known gquantum system are
equivalent—namely, Laplace’s princi-

ple of indifference and the maximum
entropy criterion. With Voros (and oc-
casionally with Charles Schmit), Nan-
dor used maximally simple abstract
approaches, such as free motion on
surfaces of constant negative curva-
ture (“pseudospheres,” as suggested
first by Martin Gutzwiller) and
baker’s maps, to study the quantiza-
tions of classically chaotic systems.

Nandor maintained contacts in his
native Hungary and occasionally
brought Hungarian physicists to the
US. In his collaborations with people
in Budapest (notably Béla Lukacs and
Jozsef Zimanyi), he dealt with rela-
tivistic heavy-ion collisions and thus
provided a connection between Stony
Brook (a home of RHIC theory) and
Hungary.

Nandor’s precision in language
naturally accompanied a precision of
thought in physics. He could suggest
unexpected viewpoints and catalyze
the birth of ideas and their most ele-
gant formulations. His papers are
clear, detailed, and precise, but also
written to be accessible to the non-
specialist.

Nandor had a variety of interests
outside of physics, including fencing
(he was a champion with the foil in
Hungary), sailing, and horseback rid-
ing. He read widely, in Hungarian,
Dutch, German, English, and French,
all of which he spoke fluently. He was
polished in manners and a consum-
mate Hungarian gentleman of the old
school (Berry remembers Nandor’s
stopping to buy mustache wax on the
road home from the airport). He could
be demanding and occasionally short-
tempered with his peers, but always
took time and effort to communicate
patiently and wisely with younger
students and colleagues. Sadly, most
of us will never know his like again.
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Remembering Nandor Balazs (1926-2003)
(full version of contribution to Physics Today)

I first encountered Nandor through his paper with Zipfel, reporting their
discovery that nonclassical interference fringes in phase space would
have interesting consequences for the semiclassical limit of quantum
mechanics. Nandor noticed my paper refining and extending this work on
Wigner functions, and in 1978 invited me to spend a month with him in
Stony Brook - my first trip to the USA. On the way from the airport, he
surprised me by stopping at a store in order to replenish his supply of
mustache wax.

He and Lesley welcomed me into their home — the house that later
burned down, together with the priceless paintings Nandor had brought
from Europe after the second world war. I was privileged to look after
their house and car while they took a weekend break, and repaid this
generous hospitality by failing to prevent the car from sliding in the snow
and crashing against a wall. When I confessed, Nandor’s face remained
eloquently poised between irascibility and his central-European
aristocratic charm, until, fortunately for me, the latter prevailed.

That month’s work resulted in three papers. One, written jointly
with Michael Tabor, who visited for a weekend, showed how to turn a
wide class of classical maps — the simplest chaotic systems — into
quantum maps, thereby providing a simple formalism for studying what
was beginning to be called quantum chaos. The fourth author on that
paper was André Voros, who did not meet Nandor until several years
afterwards, when they began a long and productive collaboration.

In 1983 I met Nandor again, and cheerfully showed him a new
paper, written with Michael Tabor and Joseph Indekeu, on the nonlocal
evolution of phase-space regions representing ensembles of interacting
particles. His face darkened as he quietly reminded me that we had
agreed to explore this subject together after discussing it in 1978. The
only decent response to this inexcusable oversight was to include Nandor
as an author, which we did.

In recent years I was less close to Nandor, but I will not forget our
intense collaboration in those early days, and his fatherly advice and
encouragement.

Michael Berry, September 2003



