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Karapetoff Award, 4/18/11


Kailath Receives Vladimir Karapetoff Award

by Nancy T. Hantman

Philadelphia, Penn.—On 16 April, Thomas Kailath (LF) received the 2010 Vladimir Karapetoff Award, IEEE-Eta Kappa Nu’s prestigious award for career contributions, for his outstanding research and teaching in the fields of telecommunications, information theory, signal processing, and linear systems. Bruce A. Eisenstein (LF), past president of IEEE-Eta Kappa Nu, the electrical engineering honor society, conferred the award during a special luncheon. This annual award is made to an electrical engineering practitioner who has distinguished him- or herself through an invention, a development, or a discovery in the field of electrotechnology.

James A. D’Arcy (LSM) and Donald Christiansen (LF), chairman and member of IEEE-Eta Kappa Nu’s Karapetoff Award Committee, respectively, welcomed the attendees (who included Kailath’s son-in-law and several generations of his colleagues and students), and gave a brief history of the award. Eisenstein described the merger of the two organizations as a long process, but one that resulted in IEEE providing endowed funds for Eta Kappa Nu and becoming the owner of the Eta Kappa Nu name; the merger took effect on 1 September 2010. With greater emphasis on worldwide membership, the new structure will help IEEE-HKN target those outside North America for additional student and higher-grade members, Eisenstein noted.

After Eisenstein’s remarks, H. Vincent Poor, dean of the School of Engineering and Applied Science at Princeton University and a long-time friend of Kailath, provided some background. A “scholar of the first rank” and active in “an astonishing breadth of disciplines” Kailath had written fundamental textbooks, become involved in semiconductor manufacturing, made connections between diverse fields, had a “substantial impact on practical applications,” and created a growing “human legacy” of colleagues and students. Kailath’s sense of humor—and modesty—were exemplified by his remark upon seeing an IEEE publication cover featuring photos of Edison, Marconi, and himself. As reported by Poor, Kailath chuckled “Who am I to challenge IEEE’s decisions?” Kailath confirmed Poor’s account of the incident and asked if he could have a copy of that cover.

Eisenstein then presented Kailath with the award certificate and honorarium. In an act of extraordinary generosity, Kailath indicated that he was going to donate the honorarium to IEEE-Eta Kappa Nu. 

In his acceptance speech, Kailath said that he had not at first believed D’Arcy’s announcement of the award, thinking he had to be a member in order to receive it. Once convinced that he was the intended recipient, he was thankful, and pleased to recognize several previous awardees. 

Remarking on the diversity of his interests, Kailath humorously commented that mathematics and manufacturing both began with M. Going to math conferences led to his acquaintance with Louis Auslander, the director of the DARPA math program. DARPA then funded few mathematics initiatives, but manufacturing, and particularly the application of control theory, became more important. Kailath began to report on manufacturing. He recognized the power of mathematical modeling in manufacturing. In 1957 there were a few new courses on machines with matrix theory; the field had since become more sophisticated, he noted.

Kailath also noted that Vladimir Karapetoff himself was an advanced mathematician for his time and wrote textbooks on applications of higher mathematics. Kailath said it was an honor for him to be associated with IEEE-Eta Kappa Nu and Karapetoff.

The Karapetoff Award was established by Eta Kappa Nu’s Board of Governors in 1992, in honor of Vladimir Karapetoff, an IEEE Fellow and a prominent member of Eta Kappa Nu. For information and nomination forms for the 2011 award, go to http://www.hkn.org.
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Photos from the event are available from Fern Katronetsky at f.katronetsky@ieee.org. Among the attendees were


Mr. Mark Adamiak, member of the Karapetoff Award Committee

Dr. Joseph Bordogna, University of Pennsylvania, a past president of the IEEE


 James A. and Beatrice D’Arcy. Mr. D’Arcy is chairman of the Karapetoff Award Committee.


Donald Christiansen, Eminent Member of Eta Kappa Nu and past chair of the Karapetoff Award Committee; writes for Today’s Engineer; formerly the Editor and Publisher of IEEE Spectrum

Dr. Bruce A. Eisenstein, past president of IEEE-HKN and of the IEEE


Ms. Julie Fuchs, vice president of Beta Alpha HKN Chapter at Drexel University


Ms. Nancy T. Hantman, Executive Assistant, Karapetoff Award Committee; Administrative Assistant, IEEE Spectrum
Dr. W. Kenneth Jenkins, Head of Electrical Engineering, Pennsylvania State University, and a member of the IEEE-HKN Board of Governors. He knew Kailath at Stanford University.

Ms. Fern E. Katronetsky, Executive Director, IEEE-Eta Kappa Nu

Prof. and Mrs. Sun-Yuan Kung. Prof. Kung was a classmate of Kailath.

Dr. Kenneth Laker, a past president of HKN

Victor Lawrence, mentored by Kailath, now on the IEEE Foundation Board

Mr. and Mrs. Louis Padulo. Mr. Padulo is a colleague of Kailath.


Dr. H. Vincent Poor, Dean of Engineering and Applied Science, Princeton University, and a member of the IEEE-HKN Board of Governors


Ms. Anukriti Puri, co-president of the Beta Alpha Chapter at Drexel University

Ms. Alissa Rothstein, Program Manager, Student Honor Society, IEEE-HKN


Andrew Townley, a senior at Penn and president of the HKN chapter there


Dr. Sergio Verdu and Ms. Mercedes Paratje (Mrs. Verdu). Dr. Verdu is at Princeton University, “one of Tom Kailath’s groupies,” and a member of the 2011 IEEE Spectrum Editorial Advisory Board


George R Verghese, from MIT, a son-in-law and former student of Kailath

