
1 
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Writing about Vitaly Lazarevich Ginzburg is a difficult task for anyone, and for me in particular. His 
important contributions to physics were so many, and spread over such a wide range of fields and 
topics, that very few scientists are really qualified to write competently about his entire oeu-
vre - and I regret not being one of these. I did not live close enough to him for a long enough time 
to be qualified to write about his life – his family, collaborators, and disciples can tell so much 
more. Hence, when Academician Maksimov asked me to write an article for the “collection of 
memoirs” that comprises this volume, I felt quite out of my depth. My only qualification is that I 
admired and loved both Vitaly Lazarevich and Nina Ivanovna Ginzburg. As I still do, as does eve-
ryone in my family. They are simply wonderful people, we love them dearly, and we always felt 
that these feeling were reciprocated. Nina Ivanovna, perhaps because she had no children of her 
own, always showed some maternal love for Natasha, my wife, and Marijeta, our younger daugh-
ter who is a scholar in Russian literature and who would visit Nina and Vitaly each time she 
passed through Moscow. You can feel the warmth radiating out of Photo 1, taken in the 
Ginzburg’s home about a year before their historic trip to Stockholm. This friendship and love is 
my most precious possession and this is where I wish to start my personal account. Thus, declin-
ing this request was simply out of question – for me this was not just an honor but also a sacred 
duty, something I owe to the great man and his memory.  
 

 
 

Photo 1. Nina Ivanovna, Vitaly Lazarevich and Marijeta Bozovic, in the 
Ginzburg’s apartment in Moscow. (The winter of 2002.)  

 
So I started thinking about this article: what could I write that might interest you, my anticipated 
reader? And then it occurred to me that I was fortunate enough to be a first-hand witness of one 
of the highest points in the life of Vitaly Lazarevich - his receiving the Nobel Prize in Physics in 
Stockholm in 2003 - while his numerous Russian collaborators, coauthors, and students, could 
not be there. Some of them may be curious to learn how all that looked and felt. In any case, 
since you are reading this you are most likely also an admirer of Vitaly Lazarevich, and I conjec-
ture that you might be interested.  
 
Few years ago, I edited a special volume of Journal of Superconductivity and Novel Magnetism 
dedicated to Vitaly Lazarevich on the occasion of his 90th birthday1. In that collection, among 
scholarly papers by many great physicists, you can find a little article2 in which I retold how I grew 
up (as a physicist) learning from Vitaly Lazarevich’s writings, how I first met him in person, how 
we stayed in touch subsequently, how he invited me to visit him in Moscow and give a talk at the 
Ginzburg seminar, how we scuffled there, and how he invited me to accompany him and Nina 
Ivanovna to the Nobel Prize Award ceremony. I will not repeat that story here, but rather offer you 
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a quasi-diary of that memorable week in Stockholm. This is but a personal account; I am not a 
historian and made no notes at the time, so a better title may have been: “Speak, Fickle Memory!” 
Note further, if you haven’t already, that I have very little practice in writing literature – actually, 
past the high school this is my first piece of prose that is not focused on physics. Fortunately, I 
have a lot of photographs saved, my digital memory is less fickle, and we will share some. 
 

* * * 
 
Nina and Vitaly arrived to Stockholm, I believe, in the late afternoon on Thursday December 4, 
2003 - two days before me and Natasha. I have thus missed one important event, the first press 
conference by the new Laureates, staged immediately upon their arrival at the Stockholm airport. 
Here is what I heard, although the versions were not all identical. [Unreliable narrator.] One re-
porter asked Vitaly what is the secret to getting the Nobel Prize. He answered without a blink: “To 
live long enough!” Vitaly Lazarevich was well-known for his quick wit, but this also shows his 
sense of humor – he got the 2003 Prize for the work he published in 1950. He claimed that his 
command of English was not good enough, yet he was throwing ex-prompts and one-liners left 
and right. Sometimes these had a bite, and one may had even marked the subsequent events. 
An inquisitive Russian reporter interrogated the two Russian laureates, Vitaly Lazarevich 
Ginzburg and Alexei Alexeyevich Abrikosov, demanding not too tactfully the first to explain why 
he stayed in Russia, and the second why he left. Vitaly Lazarevich replied swiftly that his decision 
should not call for any explanation. This of course couldn’t but hurt Abrikosov. Trust me, I know – 
I left my own country; this was 25 years ago, but the wound doesn’t heal.  
 

 
 

Photo 2. The Grand Hotel in Stockholm, located just across the Royal Palace. 
This is where all the Laureates and their guests are lodging during the week of 
Nobel Prize Award festivities. 

 
While we don’t know how accurate the above account is, the fact is that Abrikosov did not show 
up together with Ginzburg at the subsequent press conferences, nor at the luncheon in the Rus-
sian Embassy. Moreover, not once could the two great Russian physicists be seen speaking to 
one another. I am usually the slowest to register such details, perhaps because of insufficient 
interest on my part, but this was just impossible not to notice - they have worked in the same field 
and known one another quite well for many years, and it was just inconceivable that they had 
nothing to talk about. This cast a shadow on our rejoicing, because I also knew Alexei Alex-
eyevich well, respected him greatly as a physicist, and considered him a friend. Mercifully, my 
twofold loyalty was never put to test - I had never heard Vitaly Lazarevich utter a single word dis-
respectful of Abrikosov either as a physicist or as a person. Rather, the subject was very politely 
and civilly avoided. Well, I guess that even the immortals happen to be just humans. While we are 
at this touchy subject of interpersonal relations on Mt. Olympus, let me mention one more 
shadow - the fact that another friend and a great physicist, Lev Petrovich Gor’kov, was not in-
cluded among the Laurelled. I strongly felt that Lev had deserved the honor. So did many others, 
specifically including Vitaly Lazarevich, who said this explicitly at least twice in my presence and 



3 

in public. I just hope that Lev Petrovich will read this, that he will follow Vitaly’s good advice to live 
long enough, that the omission will be amended in time, and that we will see Lev making his three 
bows.  
 

* * * 
 
Getting back to our story, I arrived at Stockholm in the morning on Saturday December 6, coming 
from New York. Natasha arrived the same day, coming from the other side of the continent; just a 
day earlier, she was still lecturing mathematics at California State University in San Jose. We 
checked in at the Grand Hotel in Stockholm, where everyone else on board was lodging. You can 
get a inkling from Photo 2 that it is a palace, or at least as close to one as any hotel that I stepped 
in so far. From there we rushed to visit the Nobel Foundation Museum in Stockholm and catch a 
guided tour of the Nobel Centennial Exhibition "Cultures of Creativity". [The first Nobel Prizes 
were awarded in 1901 with the roster of laureates that included Röntgen (Physics), van’t Hoff 
(Chemistry), etc.] That’s where we gathered with Vitaly and Nina. Photographs 3-6 are from this 
event. In the first one, Vitaly Lazarevich is signing the Museum guest book. In Photo 4, he is giv-
ing his autograph on the back of one of the simple wooden chairs there. This quirk is apparently 
the Museum’s tradition. Vitaly conformed amiably, signing twice, first in the Cyrillic and then in the 
Latin script, see Photo 5. Generally, Vitaly had a great sense of humor and didn’t mind being the 
object of a joke. Indeed, he was about to partake in a funny spoof later that week, as we will see 
in a while. 
 

 
 

Photo 3. V. L. Ginzburg signing the guest book at the Nobel Foundation Museum 
in Stockholm. 

 
Alexei Alexeyevich attended the same event, dressed comfortably (Photo 6) as it appears to be 
his preference. In contrast, Nina and Vitaly were always elegant in public. My suspicion is that 
Vitaly didn’t mind - if not enjoyed (like me) - wearing a tailcoat, given the right circumstance. The 
two men, both great, but very different personalities - one very private and focused, and the other 
extrovert, enjoying public, interviews, and press conferences, a born orator, having to say some-
thing important, profound and witty on almost any subject. The later qualities may not be neces-
sary for one to be a great scientist. But they are required of a great champion of Science, who is 
trying to spread its tenets way beyond the narrow circle of the initiated élite, and defend it from its 
scores of enemies including pseudoscience, superstition, religion, and oppression in all its forms 
– the role in which Vitaly Lazarevich engaged for many years tirelessly and fearlessly and ex-
celled peerlessly.   
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Photo 4. V. L. Ginzburg signing at the back of a chair, as it is the tradition at the 
Nobel Foundation Museum, while Nina Ivanovna is having a good laugh. 

 
Later in the same afternoon, there was a reception for the Laureates and their entourage at the 
Grand Hotel. Indeed, Vitaly was again besieged by reporters. In Photo 7, he is seen during a 
video-taped interview for some TV station, one of many in that week and in others to follow. I 
hope that someone in Moscow has been collecting all these tapes; for future historians of science 
these would be an invaluable source of first-hand information about Vitaly Lazarevich and his 
strong opinions.  
 

 

 
 

Photo 5. The back of a chair in the Nobel Foundation Museum, autographed by 
Physics Nobel Laureates Anthony Leggett, Gerard t’Hooft, and V. L. Ginzburg. 
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Photo 6. Alexei Alexeyevich Abrikosov, a co-recipient of the 2003 Nobel Prize in 
Physics, during a visit to the Nobel Foundation Museum in Stockholm. 

 
Past that we spent most of the week together. This included some quite private moments like go-
ing to museums or shopping, but there were also a lot of official events, essentially one or more 
every day. Few of these, like a private dinner with the King and the Queen, were reserved for the 
Laureates only, but to most others events they could be accompanied by their personal guests as 
well, and we went together. This brings back the memories, speaking now. 
 

* * * 
 

 
 

Photo 7. A TV team taking hold of V. L. Ginzburg at the Grand Hotel for yet an-
other of many interviews he was asked to give. 
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The next morning, on Sunday December 7, press conferences were staged at the Royal Swedish 
Academy of Sciences. Naturally, I chose to attend the one given by the new Physics laureates; 
Ginzburg and Leggett showed up and talked to the press while Abrikosov was absent, Photos 8 
and 9. Much of the questions were cliché; the challenge was to ex-prompt an original answer. 
Vitaly Lazarevich enjoyed this and shined; he was a born communicator with a great talent of ex-
plaining the most difficult concepts simply, clearly and vividly. I noticed that he used metaphors 
frequently and deftly; perhaps he was really born to be a poet (of which we have other indica-
tions). 
 

 
 
Photo 8. A press conference with the two Nobel Prize physicists, V. L. Ginzburg 
and A. J. Leggett. The third 2003 laureate, A. A. Abrikosov, did not participate at 
this conference. 

 

 
 

Photo 9. A press conference with the two of 2003 Physics Laureates. V. L. 
Ginzburg in his element – explaining the most complex physics in the simplest 
terms to a group of (mostly) laymen. 

 
However, at some point, the reporters questioned him astray from his own work and towards the 
tragic accident that befell Lev Landau, and its aftermath. Vitaly Lazarevich strongly felt that the 
doctors didn’t handle the case well, and that Landau could have lived longer had he been treated 
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properly. It was also clear that Vitaly Lazarevich loved and admired Landau greatly, since the 
more he talked about this the more he was becoming agitated and emotional; his voice started to 
crack and it appeared as he was at the edge of tears. At that point, Nina Ivanovna interfered and 
asked him to please stop talking, very authoritatively and yet very tenderly. She was tremen-
dously protective and concerned of Vitaly’s wellbeing as well as of him upholding his manly dig-
nity in public. And in truth Vitaly Lazarevich froze in mid-air. This little anecdote has become an-
thological in my family, and indeed I was instructed, tenderly and lovingly, to “Shut up, darling!” on 
many an occasion. I hope Nina doesn’t mind reading this – we love her precisely the way that she 
is, and without her Vitaly would never have been the person that he was. 
 

 
 

Photo 10. The 2003 Nobel Laureates, at the Royal Swedish Academy of Sci-
ences. Seated left to right: Robert Engle III (Economic Science), Cleve Granger 
(Economic Science), Vitaly L. Ginzburg (Physics); standing: Alexei Abrikosov 
(Physics), Peter Agre (Chemistry), Anthony Leggett (Physics), Roderick 
MacKinnon (Chemistry). 

 
In the afternoon, a reception was given in the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, hosted by its 
Secretary General, Professor Gunnar Öquist. The new Laureates in Physics, Chemistry and Eco-
nomic Sciences were present, and are posing as a group in Photo 10. Few other moments from 
the same event are also captured in Photos 11-13.  
 

 
 

Photo 11. The reception at the Royal Swedish Academy. Front: Natasha Bo-
zovic, Vitaly Lazarevich Ginzburg and his grand-daughter Viktoria Dorman. Be-
hind them is Nina Ivanovna talking to Olga Sadchikova and H.E. Nikolai Sadchi-
kov, the Ambassador of Russia to Sweden. 
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Photo 12. The reception at the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences: V. L. 
Ginzburg with George Crabtree, an eminent American physicist from Argonne 
National Laboratory. 

 

 
 

Photo 13. The reception at the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences: Academi-
cian Tord Cleason, a former chair of the Nobel Prize Committee for Physics; 
Robert Laughlin, a 1998 Nobel Laureate in Physics, and Natasha Bozovic. 

 
The last one has a funny anecdote attached to it. I worked for several years at Stanford Univer-
sity, and there I had a chance to meet Robert Laughlin (Bob to his friends), who later received the 
Nobel Prize in Physics for his theory of the Fractional Quantum Hall Effect. Natasha also met him 
on few social occasions, such as one memorable Hanukah dinner at the house of Ted and Sissy 
(Frances) Geballe when Bob played for us on a piano his own composition, a remarkably good 
sonata. He also writes verses and prose (including two popular books), is a very gifted cartoonist, 
and has a range of other talents and interests. Now, while as everyone knows Bob is one of the 
brightest and most talented people anywhere, he also likes to be provocative and his attitude was 
sometimes a (deliberate) challenge to Natasha’s feminist stands. Moreover, she is from a Monte-
negrin warrior tribe and can’t let a challenge pass unanswered, so the two of them had ex-
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changed some barbs in the past. While Bob is hard to beat in that game, she got him at least 
once, with some pleasure I suspect, when he unguardedly volunteered a statement about algo-
rithmic undecidability, a topic in Mathematical Logic in which Natasha happens to be an expert, 
and where native intelligence and common sense are just not enough, as famously demonstrated 
by Kurt Gödel. We need this background to appreciate the joke that is coming.  
 
Now, this time, here we are, in the magnificent hall of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, 
adorned with a gallery of portraits that is the envy of every major museum. Natasha and I are 
chatting amicably with Tord and Madeleine Claeson, whom we count among friends for quite 
some time; once we even stayed in their house in Goteborg (and are hoping to return the favor). 
Tord is one of the few best known experimenters in the field of superconductivity, and in particular 
in superconducting electronics. He is a member of the Royal Swedish Academy, which grants 
him the power to nominate candidates for Nobel prize; he used to be the Chair of the Nobel 
Committee for Physics. As we are chatting, Bob Laughlin approaches and is greeted warmly by 
everyone, in particular by Natasha who exclaims: “Hi, Bob, great to see you! I didn’t know that 
they also invited FORMER Nobel laureates!” This, of course, triggers a uproar of laughter, while 
she hammers it down with: “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean THAT - pardon my poor English!” in her most 
innocent intonation. To his credit, I believe that Bob laughed more than anyone else – he is a 
good sport, and applauds to a good punch thrown in a match of verbal pugilism.  
 

* * * 
 

 
 

Photo 14. A luncheon given at the residency of H.E. the Ambassador of Russia 
to Sweden Nikolai Sadchikov (left) in the honor of V. L. Ginzburg (right). Standing 
behind them are two Embassy officials. 

 
The next day, Monday December 8, featured the three Nobel Lectures in Physics given by 
Ginzburg, Abrikosov and Leggett in the Aula Magna of Stockholm University. These speeches 
are history and there is no need to retell any of what was said since you can watch the lectures 
alive at the Nobel Foundation website3-5. They were also recast, as is customary, into articles6-8 
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published in the Reviews of Modern Physics. The mentioned website is worth visiting for a treas-
ury of other material including interviews with Laureates, etc. 
 

 
 

Photo 15. The luncheon at the residency of the Russian Ambassador: Nina 
Ivanovna Ginzburg and Natasha Bozovic. 

 
At noon on Tuesday December 9, a Luncheon was given by H.E. the Ambassador of the Russian 
Federation, Mr. Nikolay I. Sadchikov and Mrs. Olga Sadchikova, at their residence in Stockholm. 
[H.E. stands for “His Excellency”. Sounds a bit funny when you think of it, but here we will try to 
stick to les bonnes manières.] Photos 14–17 are from this event. We heard that Abrikosov was 
also invited but that he declined the invitation; instead he attended a concurrent event at the 
American Embassy. While Natasha and I are US citizens, we were not invited there but to the 
Russian Embassy, as Ginzburg’s guests – funny again, but that’s how it went.  
 

 
 

Photo 16. The luncheon at the residency of the Russian Ambassador: Natasha 
Bozovic and Vitaly Lazarevich Ginzburg (front), Nina Ivanovna Ginzburg can be 
seen behind. 
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Photo 17. The luncheon at the residency of the Russian Ambassador: the occa-
sion is used by a Russian TV team to snatch another interview with V. L. 
Ginzburg. 

 
In the evening the same day, another reception was given by the Nobel Foundation at the Nordic 
Museum, a majestic site seen in Photo 18, with the new Laureates preparing to pose for a historic 
group photograph. Apart from food and socializing, this was also a chance to peak at some of the 
Museum’s treasures. It is a special feeling, of being very privileged, when you attend a private 
party in such a majestic p(a)lace – gives you an idea how would it feel if you were living in one. 
As a matter of fact, some still do.  
 

 
 
Photo 18. A reception given by the Nobel Foundation at the Nordic Museum. The 
front row, left to right: John Maxwell Coetzee (Literature), Sir Peter Mansfield 
(Medicine), Vitaly L. Ginzburg (Physics), Anthony J. Leggett (Physics), Roderick 
MacKinnon (Chemistry) and Paul C. Lauterbur (Medicine). Behind them and fac-
ing left is Peter Agre (Chemistry); coming to the scene from the right is Robert F. 
Engle III (Economy). 
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* * * 
The culmination of the festive events was on Wednesday December 10, the day on which Alfred 
Nobel died in 1896. In the morning, the Laureates had to endure an hour of a dress rehearsal at 
the Stockholm Concert Hall, the venue of the Prize Award Ceremony. The protocol people left no 
room for surprises and were making sure that the proper etiquette will be observed. The roster of 
Nobel Laureates presumably includes some of the most creative and unorthodox minds, so we 
could estimate the risk of some inventive mischief coming from those quarters to be well above 
average – and if none happens this is only because the temptation is kept in check by the high 
value, literal and symbolic, of the prize itself. 
 
The laureates’ family and guests were saved this hassle. Most spent the time getting ready for 
the big event, rendering themselves into their most splendid editions. All the men were to be in 
black tailcoats with white ties; most of us had these rented out from a local tuxedo shop but the 
measures were taken earlier at home and sent in advance. They did a great job – mine fitted like 
a glove. This was a weird sensation – here I am, on another continent, with a formal suite waiting 
for me and cut exactly to my size and shape. But, as reported by ABBA et al., it’s always shiny in 
the rich man’s world. Women were requested to be in long evening gowns, but were left with the 
freedom of choice as far as the colors and the shapes were concerned; this left more space for 
creativity, but also made the task more complicated. Their toilette also required more work, but 
this was anticipated, and at the Grand Hotel an army of staff – hairdressers, make-up artists, tai-
lors, you name it – were at disposition and eager to contribute. Everyone was in a state of frenzy 
till about 4 pm, when we had to leave for the Stockholm Concert Hall. Our little group, with whom 
we were ushered to the Hall, is shown in Photo 19, displaying our best, tails and all the glitter we 
could summon. Mike Norman and George Crabtree, both from Argonne National Laboratory, 
were invited by Abrikosov. The fact that Mike was Alexei’s supervisor, while George was Mike’s 
supervisor, provided much food for jokes. The other four in the photograph were Ginzburg’s 
guests. Professor Bo Thidé works at Uppsala University, is renown for his discovery of 
electromagnetic emissions stimulated by radio waves in the ionosphere, and had been a long-
time friend of Vitaly’s.  
 

 
 

Photo 19. Getting ready for the Nobel Prize Award ceremony: Michael Norman, a 
theoretical physicist from Argonne National Laboratory, Natasha Bozovic, 
George Crabtree, Ms. Britt-Inger Thidé, I. Bozovic, and Prof. Bo Y. Thidé from 
Uppsala University.  

 
We took our seats then, and the magnificent stage started filling in. The first to enter and get 
seated were the members of the Nobel Prize Committees and few other dignitaries including the 
members of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, shown in Photo 20. After them, accompa-
nied by the sounds of the Sweden National Anthem, entered the royal family – His Majesty King 
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Carl XVI Gustav of Sweden, Her Majesty Queen Silvia, their three children Royal Highnesses 
Crown-Princess Victoria, Prince Carl Phillip and Princess Madeleine, and the King’s Aunt Prin-
cess Lillian. [The first-born child, who happened to be a daughter, is the designated heir to the 
throne – Swedes are apparently much less male-chauvinist then most other nations.]  

 

 
 

Photo 20. The Nobel Prize Award Ceremony at the Stockholm Concert Hall. Eve-
ryone is seated and awaiting for the royal family and 2003 Nobel Prize Laureates 
to make entrance.  
 

 
 

Photo 21. The Nobel Prize Award Ceremony at the Stockholm Concert Hall. The 
2003 Nobel Prize Laureates: Alexei A. Abrikosov (Physics), Vitaly L. Ginzburg 
(Physics), Anthony J. Leggett (Physics), Peter Agre (Chemistry); Roderick 
MacKinnon (Chemistry), Paul C. Lauterbur (Medicine), Sir Peter Mansfield 
(Medicine), John Maxwell Coetzee (Literature), Robert F. Engle III (Economy) 
and Clive W.J. Granger (Economy). 

 
Once they were seated, so was everyone else, with some chairs in the first row at the scene still 
empty. Then the ten 2003 Nobel Laureates - Abrikosov, Ginzburg and Leggett in Physics, Agree 



14 

and MacKinnon in Chemistry, Lauterbur and Mansfield in Medicine, Coetzee in Literature, Engle 
and Granger in Economy - were ushered in, Photo 21. Everyone was on their feet again, and the 
new Laureates were greeted by a standing ovation. Even the royals stood up (Photo 22) which I 
found laudably democratic - it ought to be heartening to learn that with a lot of hard work and a bit 
of luck that together make for a great scientist one could offset, even if partially, the shortcoming 
of being born a commoner. Then, everyone was seated again (Photo 23) to hear a brief speech 
and some nice music - “Rejoice Greatly” from Handel’s “Messiah” played by the Royal Stockholm 
Philharmonic Orchestra adorned by a beautiful soprano.  
 

 
 
Photo 22. The Nobel Prize Award Ceremony at the Stockholm Concert Hall: a 
standing ovation to the 2003 Laureates. Front row: the King’s Aunt Princess 
Lillian, His Majesty King Carl XVI Gustav of Sweden, Her Majesty Queen Silvia, 
and Her Royal Highness Crown-Princess Victoria. 

 

 
 

Photo 23. The Nobel Prize Award Ceremony at the Stockholm Concert Hall: Pro-
fessor Gunnar Öquist, the Secretary General of the Royal Swedish Academy of 
Sciences, is introducing the new Laureates. 
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Photo 24. The Nobel Prize Award Ceremony at the Stockholm Concert Hall: the 
2003 Physics Laureates, Abrikosov, Ginzburg, and Leggett, have been called. 

 
And then the new Laureates were called out, Photo 24. One by one they approached the King, 
who handed them their diplomas and the Nobel Prize Medals and shook their hands. Then each 
of them bowed three times, in the (approximate) directions of the King, the Committees, and the 
audience, and got back to his seat. [His seat – there were no women among the laurelled.]  
 

 
 
Photo 25. The Nobel Prize Award Ceremony at the Stockholm Concert Hall: 
Vitaly Lazarevich Ginzburg receives his diploma and the gold medal from His 
Majesty King Carl XVI Gustav of Sweden. 

 
Photo 25 shows Ginzburg receiving his award. Indeed, the Nobel Prize Award ceremony was 
filmed by the Nobel Foundation and you can watch the video9 at their web site. The protocol was 
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strict and very well rehearsed; there were no blunders such as reportedly happened once in the 
past when an American laureate extended his upper limb towards the King, rather than waiting for 
the honor of being offered the royal hand. Again, this story may or may not be true, but if it is, I 
would beg forgiveness on the grounds that (we) the Americans had little chance to practice 
proper adulation of royalty, while when it comes to Presidents, everyone reckons that he (or She) 
is qualified to be the next one. [More on this later.] 
 

 
 
Photo 26. Immediately after the Nobel Prize Award Ceremony at the Stockholm 
Concert Hall: I. Bozovic, Svetlana Yuriyevna Abrikosova holding the diploma and 
the medal, and Alexei Alexeyevich Abrikosov. 

 
After this, a short break gave us the chance to embrace the new Laureates, congratulate them, 
and take a few shots together. Photo 26 shows Alexei Alexeyevich Abrikosov who had just been 
laurelled but had already liberated himself of the diploma and the medal, passing both to his 
wife’s safe-keeping. Then we were all marched in a procession, through a cordon of uniformed 
torch bearers, to the Stockholm City Hall, where the famous Nobel Banquet10 was to be held, in 
the magnificent Blue Hall, Photos 27-30.  

 

 
 
Photo 27. Nobel Banquet in the Stockholm City Hall. At the center is Vitaly Laza-
revich Ginzburg, and on his left Her Majesty Queen Silvia. Nina Ivanovna is 
seated further left, across His Majesty King Carl Gustav with Svetlana Yuriyevna 
Abrikosova on his right. Tony Leggett is seated next to Crown Princess Victoria. 
Princess Lillian is two seats left from Nina Ivanovna. 
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Photo 28. Nobel Banquet in the Stockholm City Hall: Another photo of the same 
table. Closest to the camera is Prince Carl Phillip, two seats further left is Vitaly 
Lazarevich Ginzburg, on his left Her Majesty Queen Silvia, etc. 

 
As the senior Physics Laureate, Vitaly was seated next to the Queen, which he took as naturally 
as if he were born at the Court. Nina Ivanovna was seated across from the King, Tony Leggett 
next to Crown Princess Victoria, and Alexei Alexeyevich next to the younger Princess Madeleine. 
[Very pretty.] Many other dignitaries, new and “former” Nobel Prize winners, and their guests, 
filled other tables. The King raised the glass to toast Alfred Nobel, and everyone joined. [Dom 
Perignon flutes clicking.] Then the focus shifted to the applied art - of food (knives and forks 
clanking) and vine making, at its best. [Chateau Lafite Rothschild clinking.] Must have been a 
very good vintage since I could positively hear satisfied grunts from my neighbors. Was wasted 
on me - I need every brain cell not yet dead to make the living, and hence I don’t use alcohol 
other then for cleaning the substrates. For the sake of Americans in the room and worldwide, we 
can’t miss to mention the presence of the former Vice President Al Gore (Photo 30) – prophetic, 
as it turns, since he was about to receive himself the Nobel Prize for Peace just four years down 
the road. 

 

 
    
Photo 29. The Nobel Banquet in the Stockholm City Hall: Princess Madeleine 
next to Alexei Alexeyevich Abrikosov. 
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After the dinner was over, the atmosphere became less formal. Everyone was looking for his or 
her friends, everyone sporting a digital camera, flashes flashing like a thousand fireflies (Photos 
31 and 32). At the end, there was even some dancing, see Photo 33. Natasha and I had waltzed 
before, but believe me nothing feels the same when you do it in tails.  
 

 
 
Photo 30. The Nobel Banquet in the Stockholm City Hall. The first from the left is 
Robert F. Engle III, the 2003 Laureate in Economic Sciences. In the center is Al-
bert Arnold (Al) Gore Jr., 45th US Vice President (1993-2001), a presidential can-
didate in 2000, and the future (2007) winner of  the Nobel Peace Prize.  

 
* * * 

 
The following two days were more relaxed, at least for the two of us, so we had a chance to catch 
a sightseeing tour of Stockholm and visit the main museums. On Thursday evening, Vitaly and 
Nina attended a private reception given by the King and the Queen at the Royal Palace. The next 
day, Vitaly had to travel to Goteborg to give his second talk that week, at the Chalmers University 
of Technology. Otherwise, we strolled through the beautiful city bejeweled with palaces, 
churches, museums, parks, and much water.  
 

 
 
Photo 31. Ivan Bozovic, Nina Ivanovna Ginzburg, Natasha Bozovic, and Vitaly 
Lazarevich Ginzburg, immediately after the Nobel Banquet. 
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Photo 32. After the Nobel Banquet: Mrs. Haruko (Kinase) Leggett, Sir Anthony J. 
Leggett (2003 Nobel Prize Laureate, to be knighted a year later), Natasha Bo-
zovic, Maria Sergeevna Aksen’teva (the secretary of Uspekhi Fizicheskih Nauk), 
and her husband Boris Aksen’tev, a mathematician. 

 

 
      
Photo 33. Ending the Nobel Banquet on a high-note: A waltz in the Golden Hall 
of the Stockholm City Hall. 
 

Nina Ivanovna and Natasha even visited few stores and captured some treasures, but soon dis-
covered that they could go nowhere without being recognized. The Nobel Prize Award ceremony 
is apparently a very big thing in Sweden - the event of the year, broadcast on every TV channel 
and watched by everyone. Actually, the Nobel Foundation claims that the latest award ceremony 
was seen by over a billion people worldwide, more than the World Cup finals or the Oscars night. 
True or not, even Natasha and me were recognized and greeted in shops and restaurants. To be 
perfectly honest, they probably confused me with someone else, as did the reporters the first day 
at the Nobel Museum, who were filming me continuously, to Natasha’s great amusement. She 
declared that I already have the bearings of a Nobel Laureate, and all that I lack is to win the 
Prize in order to be perfect. Well, almost. In my defense, I claim that the phenomenon is more 
generic. Once when I was entering US at the JFK International Airport, the border policeman 
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glanced at my passport and at my face, inquired about my profession, and then asked earnestly: 
“Why all the physicists look the same?”. I was tempted badly to ask back why all cops look the 
same, but a tiny voice whispered to my ear that it probably isn’t a very good idea. So I didn’t, but 
as you see, the itch won’t go away – I had to say it somewhere, and I count on that they don’t 
read. 
 
So, my message is, if you cannot live long enough, look like one. But in fact I can tell you a better 
recipe, so far undisclosed. Some time ago, a physics student wished to enroll in a graduate 
school, for which she needed three letters of reference. So she asked some professors in whose 
courses she did well – one that run the physics laboratory classes, another with whom she took 
Quantum Mechanics and who was also her honors thesis advisor, and a theorist who taught 
Quantum Statistical Physics. They wrote the letters which are not ours to read but we can sur-
mise that they were reasonably favorable since she was accepted at the graduate school of her 
choice (Harvard). In the next three consecutive years, one after another each of the three wise 
men received the Nobel Prize in Physics. If you are not superstitious, calculate the probability for 
this to happen. 
 
If you are interested in thrivia, the letters were written in 1995, the university was Stanford, and 
the three professors were Doug Osheroff, Steve Chu, and Bob Laughlin (whom you have already 
met few pages ago). A year later, in 1996, Doug received the Prize, with Steve following in 1997, 
and Bob in 1998. The student was my elder daughter (≈ crown princess) Dolores, now a profes-
sor at the Physics Department of the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA). If you are 
especially curious, her Ph.D. thesis advisor at Harvard was Mike Tinkham, and her postdoctoral 
supervisor at Rockefeller University was Jim Hudspeth - and I bet that Dolores will improve her 
own uncontested record. On a side note, Steve Chu is currently the US Secretary of Energy in 
the administration of President Barack Obama, not only a Nobel Laureate(Peace, 2009) but 
moreover a Harvard alumni. This should offset what I said before about Americans – do we know 
of any other country that comes even close, in practice? 

 
* * * 

 
 
Photo 34. Natasha Bozovic and Nina Ivanovna Ginzburg in the Library of the 
Main Building of Uppsala University. 
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However, Saturday December 13 was packed again. In the morning, we all travelled to Uppsala, 
to visit the illustrious University where doctoral theses were presented, debated, and defended 
while America was still lying low, undiscovered. Vitaly and other laureates gave lectures again. 
We got a guided tour of the University. The most memorable was the ancient autopsy amphithea-
ter that would give you creeps – a great place to stage a horror show. But the most impressive 
was the library, featuring the first editions of Principia Mathematica and The Origin of the Species, 
Karl Line’s notebooks and drawings, the thermometer of Celsius, and numerous other marvels. 
You could almost palpate the incredible evolution of Science from its humble beginnings just few 
centuries ago - in my gospel the Science proper starts with the Newtons’ equations11 - to its pre-
sent Olympic (or Gargantuan) proportions when everything seems possible. (Unless, of course, it 
is impossible). Then there was some great art, some of which can be glimpsed behind Nina 
Ivanovna and Natasha in Photo 34. Yet in my memory this place remains first and foremost a 
Shrine of Science.  
 
In the evening, the last formal event took place, the so-called Lucia Dinner, hosted by the Student 
Union of the University of Stockholm. In Sweden, St. Lucia is venerated on December 13. The 
tradition is to elect a girl (preferably blond, beautiful, and a good singer) to portray Lucia. She is 
dressed in a white gown with red sash and wears on her head a crown of candles. This ‘Lucia’ 
leads a procession of girls and boys, also in white gowns, holding candles. Entering the room, 
they sing the well-known Neapolitan song Santa Lucia, see Photo 35. The performance is gener-
ally very pious but in this particular rendition the group switched in mid-air to a lively rock tune 
with lewd wording and spiced up with much (not-so-pious) hip wiggling – and back again to the 
Santa Lucia tune and saintly demeanor. We laughed our heads off. Nothing beats mockery. 
 

 
 

Photo 35. “Lucia Dinner” hosted by the Student Union of the University of Stock-
holm in honor of 2003 Nobel Prize Laureates. The girl heading the procession, 
with the crown of candles, is ‘Lucia’; the song they are singing is the well-known 
Neapolitan tune “Santa Lucia”.  

 
Then there was much good food and a lot of toasting, with the locals emptying the glasses at 
each call. I am sure the students of Stockholm University could compete with, say, Harvard – at 
least when it comes to alcohol consumption.  
 
The main star at that dinner was Vitaly Lazarevich. He gave an ex-prompt oration that sparked 
with wit and humor. Photo 36 captures a moment from that speech, which we hope is recorded 
somewhere. Much of the rest was actually a parody; the students threw a mock-up award cere-
mony initiating Vitaly and other Laureates into The Order of the Frog. You can see V. L. proudly 
displaying his new decoration in Photo 37. After being awarded this venerated Order, some of the 
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new Laureates were then requested to croak and hop around like frogs, which they did. Vitaly 
was mercifully spared this ordeal since he had some problems with his legs and was using a 
walking cane much of the time. But otherwise he played his role perfectly and without reluctance, 
and his energy seemed inexhaustible. I think that Vitaly genuinely loved people, loved life, loved 
youth even though he was old, loved even their scatterbrained noise and silly games. This was 
the true spring of his vitality. 
 

 
 

Photo 36. V. L. Ginzburg giving a speech at the Lucia Dinner hosted by the Stu-
dent Union of the University of Stockholm. 
 

However, after few days of ceremonies, Vitaly seemed to have had enough of reporters and the 
like, and suggested one afternoon that we should ‘hide’ in his luxurious apartment in the Grand 
Hotel, and have just a private dinner, using room service. So he ordered pizza for all four, skip-
ping other and definitely more attractive culinary alternatives at hand. The pizza was delivered by 
a hotel’s ‘bell-boy’, actually a young man and I believe a student from Stockholm University, who 
was obviously in awe once he learned of the presence of a Nobel Prize winner. So we offered to 
take a picture of him with Vitaly, who graciously granted this wish (Photo 38). To my anguish, I 
somehow lost the piece of paper with the student’s name and e-mail address and was never able 
to send him the photograph as promised. I hope that he, or someone else who knows him, might 
read this one day and contact me, so that I can keep my promise. Where I come from, they say 
that an ox is tied by its horn and a man by his word. 
 
After the pizza feast, Vitaly wanted to talk physics — which we did most of the time anyway, 
whenever there was a chance. Photograph 39 commemorates this event. An observant reader 
may have noticed a letter G on the T-shirt Vitaly has under his dress shirt. This stands for ‘Ge-
balle’, as in Theodore H. Geballe, now an emeritus Professor of Stanford University and a legend 
in his own right in the field of superconducting (and other) materials physics. The full inscription 
reads “The Stanford KGB group” — a student’s joke from the time when Professors Kapitulnik, 
Geballe and Beasley worked together on high-temperature superconductivity. Vitaly got that T-
shirt as a gift when he visited Stanford in 1989; that’s where I met him the first time in person. He 
still had that T-shirt in 2003 and brought it to Stockholm. This required some sense of humor, 
since he was never enamored with the other KGB, and indeed neither was Nina who tasted their 
hospitality in Lubyanka for a long year. 
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Photo 37. V. L. Ginzburg showing the Order of Frog, awarded by the Stockholm 
University students at the Lucia Dinner. Few other Laureates were inducted as 
well and then required to croak and hop like frogs. 

 
* * * 

 
Interestingly enough, several years later his (and E. G. Maksimov’s) view13,14 seemed to be con-
firmed by my own experimental data15-18, at least to the extent that electron-lattice coupling in cu-
prates appears to be quite strong. In collaboration with Ahmed Zewail (yet another Nobel Laure-
ate, Chemistry 1999) and his group at Caltech, we studied thin superconducting La2CuO4+δ films 
exposed to intense ultrafast (femtosecond) light pulses, monitoring the evolution of crystallo-
graphic structure by pulsed electron diffraction, in real time and with picosecond resolution15. The 
c-axis lattice constant was observed to intermittently expand by as much as 0.3 Å. On the length 
scale characteristic of amplitudes of thermal lattice vibrations, such lattice distortion is colossal – 
the crystal should have melted. The fact that photo-doping induces colossal expansion implies 
very strong coupling of charge-transfer excitations to the lattice16,17. I can see no alternative ex-
planation - lattice expansion does not come from magnons, plasmons, excitons, etc. More spe-
cifically, expansion along the c-axis can only come from c-axis longitudinal acoustic phonons. 
This strong coupling of mobile charge carriers to c-axis ionic motion is unusual and characteristic 
of charged-layer superlattice structures, such as the cuprates that show high-temperature super-
conductivity; yet, this fact has been largely overlooked so far.  
 
So clearly the phonons are present and strongly coupled to electrons. A year later, we even saw 
unmistakable signs of phonon structures in tunneling spectra of La2-xSrxCuO4 bi-crystal junc-
tions18. More precisely, we see that the excitations of electrons out of the superconducting con-
densate (Bogoliubov quasiparticles) scatter inelastically on phonons, while no other bosonic exci-
tations could be detected. Similar spectral signatures were seen in other types of cuprate junc-
tions and by other groups, including some in Russia19,20. This indeed ties the phonons to super-
conductivity - but in all fairness we didn’t seem to convince anyone other than Ye the Faithful. It 
remains debatable whether this interaction can be considered as the primary origin of high-
temperature superconductivity, or it is just a side effect of not more than peripheral interest - we 
are still waiting for the “smoking gun” experiment. 
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Photo 38. V. L. Ginzburg amiably posing for a photograph with the bell-boy who 
delivered our pizza dinner to the Ginzburg’s apartment in the Grand Hotel Stock-
holm. I promised to send the photo to the young man, who clearly cherished this 
honor. Unforgivably, his name and address are lost to us together with the little 
piece of paper they were jotted down on. I hope that this article will find him, like 
a message in a bottle. 

 
As for room-temperature superconductivity, so far it has not been discovered, and it is not even 
clear whether it is theoretically possible. Vitaly Lazarevich was convinced that it is, but that pho-
non pairing is unlikely to ever get us there. Thus a different mechanism may be needed. Obvi-
ously, the one close to his heart was the Ginzburg model — a superlattice in which metallic and 
insulating layers alternate in close proximity to one another, and electrons are paired by exchang-
ing excitons21-23. While excitons are unstable in metals, they can naturally exist in insulators. This 
special stacked-pancakes (aka “Ginzburger”) geometry may allow for a peculiar proximity effect, 
the result of which could be excitonic superconductivity. Theoretically, this could have a high Tc 
even within a weak-coupling regime — i.e., if the electron-exciton interaction is relatively weak — 
because the exciton energy can be much higher than the phonon energy.   
 
So far this theoretical proposal has not been confirmed experimentally. Almost half a century 
later, we cannot parade a single excitonic superconductor. In fact, even the theoretical status of 
this proposal has been challenged – and from within the very same Lebedev Institute in which 
Vitaly Lazarevich worked for almost seven (!) decades, wielding a great intellectual influence 
most of that time. Yu. A. Krotov (from Lebedev) and I. M. Suslov (from Kapitsa Institute) pub-
lished a paper24 in which they claimed the following. “The excitonic mechanism appears only in 
second order in a/L...since both components of the Cooper pair should enter a layer of thickness 
L >> a in order to interact through the exchange of excitons. [My comment: here a denotes the 
inter-atomic distance and L is the metal layer thickness.] Numerical estimates indicate that mani-
festations of the excitonic mechanism are practically undetectable in systems with L>>a.” True, 
they softened this statement a little with a disclaimer24: “Structures with L~a should be treated as 
quasi-two-dimensional, and this topic is beyond the scope of this paper.” But they quickly added 
that “...Modern technologies can produce fairly uniform films with a thickness of several ang-
stroms, but superconductivity in them is suppressed owing to their highly disordered structure that 
leads to localization effects.... We assume that the superconductivity in the (metallic) film is three-
dimensional since the predicted surface superconductivity of Tamm states has not been detected 
with certainty in any material.” Overall, it appears that these theorists considered the chapter on 
excitonic superconductivity closed. 
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Vitaly Lazarevich indeed read that paper and was somewhat upset, or perhaps more accurately, 
apprehensive. He seemed quite relieved to learn of my results25-27 (well before they appeared in 
print in 2008-9) which indicated, pretty conclusively I believe, that high-temperature superconduc-
tivity can exist in a single CuO2 plane. The first step was to generate interface superconductivity 
with a high Tc. This we accomplished25 simply by depositing thin films that consisted of a layer of 
overdoped, metallic but not superconducting La1.55Sr0.45CuO4, and a layer of undoped insulator 
La2CuO4. While neither of these materials is superconducting in isolation, in such bilayers we 
have observed superconductivity up to over 38 K, as high as it gets in optimally doped bulk 
La1.85Sr0.15CuO4 samples. By varying digitally the number of unit cells in either of the two layers, 
before long we established25 that the superconducting part of the bilayer films is very thin; our 
initial estimate was that it cannot be thicker than 1-2 unit cells. To pin this down more accurately 
we invented27 a simple and cute trick, “delta-doping tomography”. Stated simply, we replaced a 
little (3% in that study) of copper by zinc. The effect of this Zn-doping is known; it suppresses su-
perconductivity dramatically – the critical temperature drops by a factor of two and the superfluid 
density by a factor of 4-5. Now, thanks to my digital synthesis technique, I can make this re-
placement (Zn-doping) in any single selected CuO2 layer. This is what one calls delta-doping, 
because the profile of the dopant concentration looks like a δ-function. I have been practicing 
delta-doping in cuprates routinely for almost twenty years now, mostly for a different purpose (to 
engineer barriers in Josephson junctions). The new trick here27 was the ‘tomography’ - synthesiz-
ing a battery of samples identical in every respect except for the position of the Zn-delta-doped 
CuO2 layer – the first, the second, etc. Subsequent measurements of electrical transport and 
magnetic susceptibility showed that Zn doping had no effect - the critical temperature Tc and the 
superfluid density ns remained unchanged – except when we hit one specific CuO2 layer (the 
second after the interface). In this later case, indeed the critical temperature dropped by a factor 
of two and the superfluid density by a factor of four to five. Clearly, in these bilayer structures, the 
locus of high-temperature superconductivity is in a single CuO2 layer - and now we can even say 
in which one. In bulk sample where all the layers are equivalent, they simply act in parallel, with-
out much change in the critical temperature. 
 

 
 

Photo 39. I. Bozovic and V. L. Ginzburg, interrupted in discussing physics after a 
room-service pizza dinner in Ginzburg’s apartment in the Grand Hotel Stockholm. 
Vitaly is displaying his Stanford-KGB T-shirt. 



26 

The good news was that this in principle reopens the issue of excitonic superconductivity in sam-
ples of the Ginzburg pancake geometry – and Vitaly Lazarevich understood this immediately. 
Now we know that we can have superconductivity, even with a high Tc, in a quasi-two-
dimensional layer that is just one atom thick. The challenge is to find a material where such thin 
metallic sheets are separated by insulating layers that can sustain excitons coupled to the mobile 
electrons that propagate in the metallic layers. In principle, such a layered compound could even 
exist in nature, but so far none has been discovered or synthesized. A more promising synthetic 
strategy may be so-called atomic layer engineering, whereby by one uses some sophisticated 
thin-film growth technique to deposit one atomic layer at a time, and switches between very thin 
(say, one unit cell or just few Ångstroms thick) layers of different compounds, one metallic and 
the other insulating. As it happened, such a technique has indeed been my bread and butter for 
the last two decades28, albeit with a different motivation initially. Vitaly Lazarevich had high hopes 
that this strategy might work. 
 
In Ref. 2, I have already told the story how I invited Vitaly to come and visit Brookhaven, and how 
he replied that he is too old and will not travel abroad again except for one occasion — to Stock-
holm, as my guest. In that paper, I also apologized profusely to cover my embarrassment. From a 
little bigger distance, this was just another Vitalysm. He did not say that I deserved it for what I 
have done, but rather that I would deserve if I succeed in what he wanted me to try – to engineer 
by atomic layering a room-temperature superconductor, preferably of the Ginzburg (excitonic) 
species. This was one of his biggest unfulfilled dreams. Room-temperature superconductivity was 
ranked as number two problem in the latest version of Ginzburg’s List of the most important prob-
lems in all areas of physics and astrophysics29. On the other hand, I was quite cognizant of the 
fact that this is a very risky endeavor and that I may easily waste whatever remained of my life, 
trying as hard as humanly possible and still not finding anything. So I guess that Vitaly just tried to 
motivate me. And in the end, I did get the message. The life is short, some problems are more 
important than the others28,29, in physics and elsewhere, and if you wish to win the lottery, at least 
buy a ticket. I will try my best, regretting that Vitaly cannot be around for the agony and the ec-
stasy, and being painfully aware that I failed his expectations in his lifetime. 
 

* * * 
 
In his last years, Vitaly Lazarevich had another great wish – to have a world-class laboratory for 
superconductivity established at his Lebedev Institute. He told me that he had leveraged all his 
influence lobbying for this with the authorities, and that a substantial funding had been promised. I 
also learned that the arduous task of building the laboratory was entrusted to Vladimir Moiseevich 
Pudalov, whom he held in high regard both as a scientist and as an organizer. Vitaly asked for my 
assistance, and I promised to help as much as I am capable, with advice and otherwise. Indeed, I 
have already talked to Vladimir Moiseevich, volunteered my opinions on some equipment for thin 
film synthesis, and offered to host and coach few talented and motivated young Russian scien-
tists in my group. A word is a word, a friend is a friend, and my hand is still extended.  
 

* * * 
 

On 9 November 2009, Vitaly Lazarevich Ginzburg, the greatest physicist of his time, ceased his 
physical life, leaving a hollow in ours. He was an outspoken atheist. What he succeeded in prov-
ing, not only by the veracity of his words but even more so by the eloquence of his own example, 
is that one does not need a religion in order to be ethical, good, enlightened – and even, to live 
forever. 
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Photo 40. Vitaly Lazarevich Ginzburg - the 2003 Nobel Laureate in Physics, sci-
entist, teacher, defender of science, thinker, humanist, activist, one of the great-
est minds of our time - passed away on 8 November 2009. His legacy is living 
on. 
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