President of the Norwegian Academy of Science and Letters, Professor Jan Fridthjof Bernt:

Speech at the Abel Prize Award Ceremony 2005



Your Majesty, Your Royal Highness, Excellencies, dear friends 
On behalf of the Norwegian Academy of Science and Letters, it is my great pleasure to welcome you to the Award Ceremony for the 2005 Abel Prize. 
The Niels Henrik Abel Memorial Fund was established by the Storting in connection with the fiscal budget for 2002. The initial fund capital was 200 million kroner. The main purpose of the fund is to award an annual international prize for outstanding scientific work in the field of mathematics. The Norwegian Academy of Science and Letters chooses the prize winners on the basis of recommendations from the Abel Committee – an expert committee consisting of five internationally leading mathematicians. The prize is currently NOK 6 million.

The prize and the fund have been named after our great young Norwegian researcher, Niels Henrik Abel, who died in 1829, only 27 years old, and who has since been recognised as one of the most influential mathematicians of the nineteenth century. In light of the debate concerning how to nurture and strengthen research in contemporary Norway, it is inspiring to consider what this young man who lived in humble conditions managed to achieve in the course of such a short life. Perhaps it tells us something about the most important prerequisite for scientific talent to flourish: enthusiasm. Niels Henrik Abel must have been passionately enthusiastic about mathematics, and he received help and support, at home and abroad, from people who shared and valued his enthusiasm. Without enthusiasm, all the teaching and research reforms in the world are doomed to fail.

One of the main objectives of the Abel Prize and the activities linked to it is to help spread and foster enthusiasm. The prize was established on the assumption that the interest and attention it arouses will encourage individual researchers and research communities around the world. The Award Ceremony and the academic activities linked to it are intended to promote networking, which is a crucial element in maintaining individuals’ enthusiasm and innovation in the field.

At the same time, the Abel Prize also aims to reach beyond the current established research communities. The statutes for the prize lay down that: “The prize shall contribute towards raising the status of mathematics in society and stimulating the interest of children and young people in mathematics.” We give greatest priority to the second half of this goal. The future of research depends on our ability to recruit new talent. Tomorrow’s Niels Henrik Abel may be in her final year at school, wondering what on earth to do with her life after she leaves school. The Abel Board, which is responsible for the various events organised in connection with the Award Ceremony, has also arranged or been involved in the organisation of several activities aimed at children and young people, including the Niels Henrik Abel Mathematics Competition for upper secondary school pupils and the pan-Nordic KappAbel competition for lower secondary pupils. 
Mathematical knowledge is not just a goal in its own right. Mathematics forms an important academic foundation for activities in a number of professions in our modern technological society. It is therefore essential that young people are interested in learning about mathematics. For this reason, we are particularly pleased to have the winners of this year’s Abel and KappAbel competitions with us today at this ceremony. 

Once again, dear guests, we bid you welcome to this ceremony and to the other events being held in connection with the presentation of the Abel Prize. 
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