
§3.1.1 The History of the Department for the First Fifty Years, 1956-2006 

 

§3.1.1.a Early History  

The beginning of the Bar-Ilan mathematics department coincides with the 

opening of the university in the mid 1950's.  Recruiting faculty members was a 

serious problem at that time, since the university had not yet been accredited.  Many 

of the early staff members remained only for a short time.  For many years the 

department was reinforced by prominent part-time lecturers from other institutions: 

Professors Aviezri Fraenkel from the Weizmann Institute, Hillel Furstenberg from the 

Hebrew University, and Pinchas Rabinowitz from the Weizmann Institute.  Other 

faculty members, Dr. Shmuel Schreiber in Computer Science and Dr. Mitchell Snyder 

in Statistics, had positions in the army and in industry, respectively. There was, in 

addition, a "teaching track" with full-time faculty members who did not have research 

appointments and carried a double load of teaching responsibilities.   As the number 

of qualified applicants for research positions increased, this track was gradually 

phased out by retirements, with the last faculty member on the teaching track retiring 

in October, 2009. 

 

§3.1.1.b Student Recruitment 
 

At the beginning of the 70's, the student body was mostly female, religious girls 

and women who were planning to be teachers of mathematics.  After the introduction 

of the Computer Science track, the profile of the student body began to shift.  The 

department ran a special program, in conjunction with the army, to train talented 

soldiers for data processing tasks within the army framework.  These students were 

mostly male and mostly secular. 

Then, in the 80's, Professor Bernard Pinchuk and Professor Zvi Arad established 

a program to improve mathematics education in Israel.  The aim of the Program for 

Mathematically Talented Youth was to give students supplementary mathematics 

education from seventh grade and up, so that they would be able to sit for their 

matriculation exam in mathematics at the end of tenth grade, and then learn in 

university courses in mathematics as auditors.  The classes were given at various 

locations in the central part of Israel, and taught by Bar-Ilan graduates and graduate 

students.  Parents bore the cost in most cases, though some scholarships were made 

available. 

The program continues to this day, with 153 groups studying at twenty different 

locations. The administrative staff is housed on the ground floor of the Mathematics 

Building.  The number of students enrolled in the program has been gradually rising, 

and it now includes around 3500 students at different grade levels, studying in a 

number of different locations, from Ashkelon to Netanya.  Last year three hundred 

graduates of the program took their mathematics matriculation exams at the end of 

tenth grade, with an average grade of 97.   

The program underwent a shift in 2001, with the introduction of the Pre-Army 

Program by Professor Louis Rowen.  That program, which will be described in §3.2, 

offers the successful graduates of the Program for Mathematically Talented Youth an 

opportunity to complete a B.Sc. in mathematics before entering the army.  Other 

graduates take university courses as auditors or concentrate on their other high school 

subjects. 

 

§3.1.1.c The Graduate Program 



 

The department grants both an M.Sc. and a Ph.D.  The graduate program was 

added after accreditation.  The first student to receive a Ph.D. in mathematics was 

advised by Dr. Shmuel Schreiber. The department's second Ph.D. recipient was 

Alexander Lubotzky, with Professor Hillel Furstenberg as advisor.   

In the late 1970's and in the 1980's the department was enhanced by the addition 

of immigrants, mostly from the Soviet Union and the United States. During the 80's 

there were a few more graduate students, but still not very many.  Because of the lack 

of graduate students to serve as teaching assistants, many of the exercise sections 

were taught by faculty members, often rather unwillingly.  In addition, the standard 

teaching load at Bar-Ilan was and remains eight hours a week, whereas in the other 

research universities it is six hours a week.  Both the extra hours of teaching and the 

shortage of graduate students put Bar-Ilan at a disadvantage in recruiting research 

faculty, especially since the department's policy at the time was to hire religious 

faculty members except in cases of exceptional merit. The shortage of graduate 

students and the lack of a structured program of study for the Master's students also 

put the university at a disadvantage in attracting and holding graduate students. In 

addition, it was taking much too long for the students to finish. 

The large-scale immigration from the Former Soviet Union, in addition to 

adding a number of new faculty members to the department, also added a number of 

students who had been at various stages in their studies for a degree in mathematics.  

The number of graduate students in the department achieved a critical mass which 

made the program more sustainable. To remedy the lack of structure, in the mid 90's, 

Professor Louis Rowen introduced a set of "core courses" which would be offered 

every year, and which all graduate students in mathematics were expected to take and 

to pass.  At the same time, the conditions of employment of the teaching assistants 

were improved university-wide, so that they got social benefits and salaries for ten or 

twelve months a year. Faculty members who advised students were given a reduction 

in teaching load, in order to encourage them to take on students.   

Another factor tending to enlarge the population of graduate students was the 

addition of new employment opportunities.  Although Bar-Ilan had been running 

branch Colleges almost from the very beginning, the idea did not really catch on until 

after the Big Strike of 1994.  At this time, after a seventy day strike by the regular 

faculty protesting long-term salary erosion, the government granted a hefty raise, tied 

in part to research performance and full-time university work.  The Treasury Ministry 

put a cap on the expansion of the relatively expensive research univerisities, and 

instead encouraged the development of a large network of Colleges, in which the 

teaching staff was required to teach at least twelve hours a week and was not given 

the expensive privileges of the faculty at the research universities:  sabbatical every 

seven years and annual travel funds.  The Colleges, particularly during this initial 

period of expansion, were able to absorb most of the mathematics graduates, and 

others went into high-tech.   

Since that time, the department has not usually lacked for teaching assistants.  

Often, on the contrary, the problem is that there are not enough teaching hours to go 

around, since the payment as a teaching assistant is an important part of their support.  

In the early years of this century, the university began pushing for the department to 

get their students through in two years for the M.Sc. and four years for the Ph.D.  The 

scholarships, which are granted rather freely to students who are not working full-

time outside the university, were basically restricted to this length of time. In fact, the 

average student still takes three years to get a Master's and five years to get a Ph.D.    



 The following are a few of the Bar-Ilan mathematics graduates who achieved 

distinguished academic careers: Alexander Lubotzky, David Harel, Moshe Vardi, 

Eyal Kushilevitz, Tal Malkin, Zeev Rudnick, Yehuda Lindell, Eyal Markman, Miriam 

Ruth Kantorovitz, Amihood Amir, Uzi Vishne, Moshe Lewenstein, Boaz Tsaban, Eli 

Porat. 

 

§3.1.1.d The Immigration from the Former Soviet Union 

 

The number of excellent researchers arriving in Israel at the beginning of the 

90's was much greater than the number of positions available in Israeli universities, so 

some were absorbed in the KAMEA, a parallel track which will be described in detail 

in §3.5. At this point the policy of restricting hiring to religious mathematicians was 

necessarily relaxed, and no longer plays much of a significant role in the hiring 

practice or policy.   

The problem of dealing with large numbers of faculty members and students 

who barely spoke Hebrew was managed in a simple manner. One section of each 

required course in the first and second years of the undergraduate studies was given in 

Russian by a native Russian speaker to those students who preferred lectures in 

Russian.  This situation continued for three or four years until the immigrants had 

assimilated well enough to teach and learn in Hebrew. 

 

§3.1.1.e Applied Mathematics  
 

A track in Applied Mathematics was introduced to accommodate the immigrant 

students from the former Soviet Union, most of whom had been studying Applied 

Mathematics before they came.  The number of students interested in the track grew 

faster than the number of faculty members. 

The Industrial Mathematics Unit was founded in the eighties by Prof. Ely 

Merzbach and Dr. Shlomo Yanetz.  At the height of its activity, it provided 

employment for twenty immigrants from the FSU. 

For many years, the Jewish Calendar Seminar met weekly to consider the 

interface between the astromonical calculations which fix the Jewish calendar and 

modern mathematical and scientific methods. 

 

§3.1.1.f Computer Science  
 

Computer Science was first added to the Department of Mathematics in the 

1970's as a minor track. Professor Baruch Joseph Muskat was the Head of the 

Computer Science Program during the years 1970-1981. In addition to Prof. Muskat, 

two other faculty members took on a good part of the administrative burden of the 

Computer Science program:  Dr. Uri Schild and, later, Dr. Ariel Frank.  In the 

beginning it was offered only as a minor, either together with mathematics or together 

with a different major subject.  Those students who majored in a department out of the 

Faculty of Exact Sciences, such as Economics, took easier courses in mathematics.  

Some of the original faculty members in Computer Science were from the teaching 

track.  Since it was a relatively new field, there were not many researchers who had 

been trained as computer scientists, although there were some mathematicians who 

made a career shift into the field.   

As the department gradually acquired a base of researchers in Computer 

Science, a Master's degree was offered and then a Ph.D. Eventually, the possibility of 



majoring in Computer Science was allowed.  By this time, in the late '90's, the 

department was swamped with students who wanted to study Computer Science in 

order to take advantage of the rapid expansion in High-Tech firms.  By this time the 

World Wide Web was making it easy for firms in Israel to do outsourcing for 

American and European firms, and in addition a number of very successful start-ups 

were launched in Israel. 

 

§3.1.1.g The Divorce  

  

A traumatic event in the history of the department was the divorce from 

Computer Science, which finally took place at the turn of the century.  The divorce 

was initiated by the Computer Science faculty members on the grounds that  

• Although most of the students were interested in Computer Science, they 

were allotted only 40% of the faculty positions. 

• The Computer Science wing was always outvoted for Chair, and had only 

a Vice-Chair. 

• In most other universities in Israel and abroad, the two departments had 

already split and the Computer Science had thrived. 

The Department of Mathematics, aware that they would lose custody of most of 

the students, was very slow about agreeing, but finally accepted the inevitable.  The 

addition of a new School of Engineering to the university provided a large increase in 

service courses to teach.   

  The divorce settlement left all the offices unchanged.  The libraries and 

computer facilities were jointly managed, and the secretaries were allowed to choose 

for which department they preferred to work.  Faculty members from each department 

continued to teach service courses for the other department. 

The new Department of Computer Science instituted several changes:  They 

drastically cut the number of students they would allow to pass the first year, until the 

university agreed to raise the level of applicants accepted to the department and cut 

the number of candidates accepted. They reintroduced grading of homework, which 

had been dropped when the classes were so large.  They also turned the downstairs 

seminar room into an office for the Chair and a second office for the secretaries. 

For the first two years after the divorce the relations between the two 

departments were severely strained, but gradually peace has returned to the building, 

and most decisions affecting both departments are made amicably. 

 

§3.1.1.h Statistics 

 

Courses in statistics were originally offered as service courses for the social 

sciences, but after the hiring of a probabilist, Prof. Ely Merzbach, in 1981, statistics 

was offered as a track within the department. Prof. Merzbach founded the Statistical 

Advisory Board in 1985 and has served as its Director ever since. During Prof. 

Hochberg's period as Chair, in the mid 90's, he hired two research statisticians, one 

senior and one junior.  However, the burden of directing the twenty graduate students 

signed up for an M.Sc. in statistics was too heavy for two faculty members to manage.  

In addition, the university Appointments Committee did not grant the junior faculty 

member tenure when it was first requested.  When the department did not agree to 

hire a third statistician recommended by the two already on the staff, they both 

resigned, leaving the department with no research statisticians at all.   The Chair at the 

time, Jeremy Schiff, closed admission to the Statistics M.Sc. program, and those 



students already registered either finished under their original advisors or were shifted 

to outside advisors. 

During Prof. Teicher's period as Chair, she brought in two mathematicians, one 

senior and one junior, to start a program in Financial Mathematics. The effort to get 

approval for an M.Sc. without a thesis did not succeed, and again, the burden of 

directing twenty theses was too great for two faculty members.  When the junior of 

the two encountered difficulties in getting his appointment approved, the senior left, 

and again, the track was closed to new applicants and various make-shifts arranged 

for the students already registered.       

    

§3.1.1.i The Chairs  
 

There does not appear to have been an official department Chair until the late 

1960's. Professor Kalinsky seems to have been the first acting Chair. Towards the end 

of the 1960's, Professor Aviezri Fraenkel served as department Chair, with his student 

Dr. Itzhak Borosh acting as on-site manager. All subsequent department chairmen 

were full time Bar-Ilan faculty members. The list is appended at the end of the 

section, together with dates, since most changes in the department were enacted by 

the Chairs. 

 There was originally an office for the Chair near the secretaries' office, but in 

1978 Professor Kantorovitz, then Chair, objected that too many people interrupted 

him and he could not get his research done.  Since then, the Chair has remained in his 

or her own office and comes to the department office as needed to transact 

departmental business and sign forms. 

 

1969-1970   Dr. Aharon Klein (acting)  

1971-1974   Professor Baruch Joseph Muskat 

1974-1978   Professor Bernard Pinchuk 

1978-1980   Professor Shmuel Kantorovitz 

1980-1981   Professor Dov Gabbay 

1981-1983   Professor Bernard Pinchuk 

1983-1984   Professor Louis Rowen 

1984-1985   Professor Zvi Arad 

1985-1987   Professor Shmuel Kantorovitz 

1987-1989   Professor Bernard Pinchuk 

1989-1991   Professor Ely Merzbach 

1991-1993   Professor Louis Rowen 

1993-1997   Professor Kenneth Hochberg 

1997-2001   Professor Mina Teicher 

2001-2002   Professor Louis Rowen 

2002-2004   Professor Steve Shnider 

2004-2006   Professor Jeremy Schiff 

2006-2008   Professor Malka Schaps 

2008-           Professor Ron Adin  

 

§3.1.1.j Past and Future 

 

The history of the department has been one of gradually building up a faculty of 

talented researchers who are also good teachers and a successful grass-roots effort to 

recruit top-notch students by starting when they are still in seventh grade.  There are a 



number of challenges still to be faced, which will be addressed in the rest of the 

report:  raising the admissions requirements without allowing the enrollment to drop 

below a critical mass, attracting graduate students, maintaining high standards in the 

service courses, and training students in applied mathematics and statistics when the 

staff is dominated by pure mathematicians. These are the challenges to be faced by 

the faculty members, both those who have been here for several decades and those 

recently hired.  With all that has been accomplished to establish an active research 

department, the new challenges do not seem daunting. 

 


