
Tribute to Curt Wittig

It is a pleasure to preface this Festschrift that celebrates the
scientific accomplishments of our colleague Curt Wittig.

Curt has written a detailed autobiography in which he describes
his diverse contributions to science, from the applied to the
most fundamental, his background, and the personal and
professional events that have shaped his life. Written in his
inimitable style with insight, depth and humor, it is a pleasure
to read. It also includes many photographs of paintings and
people that are integral to the text and add markedly to it.
However, because copyright issues make inclusion of old
photographs very difficult, the autobiography is placed in Curt’s
personal website, where it can be downloaded. We encourage
you to read it. You will not be disappointed, and if you are like
us you will not be able to put it down until the end! To quote
from the first page: “This is my first attempt at anything even
remotely autobiographical, so be prepared for somewhat
unorthodox style and a few surprises. ...The preparation of
this article taught me that a more complete story would take
many hundreds of pages. The present version offers but a
glimpse, a collage of snapshots captioned in hindsight.” Indeed,
much insight about Curt’s evolution is gained from knowledge
of his early background and the tortuous pathway that
eventually led to a scientific career. Naturally, as expected
from autobiographies in these Festschrifts, most space is
devoted to Curt’s scientific contributions and the evolution of
his research, as well as his contributions to USC and its
Chemistry Department. We hope that by now we have aroused
your curiosity enough to click on http://www.curtwittig.com/
and download and read at least the beginning of the
autobiography before returning to this article.
If at this point you are back from reading the autobiography,

you realize that there is little that we can add to it! We would,
however, like to describe how the three of us, as well as many
others, have benefited tremendously from Curt’s presence in
our academic community − in the classroom, at meetings, and
most importantly in one-on-one interactions. Curt’s creativity
has been amply manifested in his scholarly publications and his
in-depth lecture notes. However, scientific achievements alone
do not do justice to the impact he has had on our lives − as a
scientist, a mentor, a selfless colleague, a leader, and a friend.

He is a natural leader who moves forward in bold steps by
always thinking outside the box. For those who know him, no
description of him is complete without mentioning his
tremendous drive, intensity, dedication, perfectionism, hard
work, and unique leadership style.
Curt’s research is characterized by deep scholarship,

creativity, and diversity. He has reinvented himself time and
again by putting aside productive experimental systems and
building completely new ones, never looking back. He is an
exceptional experimentalist whose imaginative approaches have
opened new frontiers in our ability to probe fundamental
physical phenomena, and his work has regularly spawned new
theoretical models in chemical physics. At the same time, we
have the feeling that at his heart he is a theoretician, and while
life has directed him towards chemistry, he still thinks most
deeply as a physicist.
Curt started his faculty position in 1973 and stayed at USC

ever since. One of us (Hanna) first joined his group in 1977
when he was still an Assistant Professor, and thus we are able to
offer an appreciation that encompasses almost all his
independent scientific career. Over the intervening 40 years,
time and again Curt has contributed creatively to both new and
emerging fields and mature fields that benefited from new
insights and interpretations. The hallmark of his work is to
combine incisive experiments with physically intuitive theoreti-
cal models that lead to new thinking. For example, Curt’s
pioneering work on photoinitiated reactions in weakly bound
complexes opened up new ways to study bimolecular reactions
of ground state molecules that have significant entrance channel
specificity. This advance enabled studies of regio-selectivity in
chemical reactions, the influence of third-body interactions on
reaction mechanisms, and sub-picosecond clocking of product
appearance. Curt has also made seminal contributions in the
area of state-specific studies of unimolecular reactions. As one
example, his group carried out one of the most comprehensive
studies of unimolecular decay ever reported: NCNO → CN +
NO. This work led to the development of the Separate
Statistical Ensembles (SSE) variant of phase space theory that,
despite its simplicity, was successful in predicting vibrational
energy distributions for several other systems. Another first-of-
its-kind experiment was the determination of unimolecular
reaction rates for NO2 from single rotational parent states.
Further, by measuring this reaction right at threshold, exact
comparisons with theoretical models were possible that
explored the unique regime where a large amplitude molecular
vibration turns into free products. In fact, there has been almost
no area of modern chemical dynamics to which Curt has not
contributed in the past 40 years: chemical lasers, isotope
separation, energy transfer, radical−molecule reaction kinetics
and dynamics, inelastic scattering, unimolecular reactions,
chemical reactions in clusters, femtochemistry, photochemistry,
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conical intersections, interactions in He-droplets, gas−surface
interactions, and more to come...
There is no doubt that Curt Wittig totally re-energized the

Physical Chemistry group in the Chemistry Department at
USC. It all started in 1986 with the establishment of the Center
for the Studies of Fast Transient Processes, funded by ARO in
1986−1997 with Wittig as its director. It is safe to say that the
group that he recruited has become a major player in molecular
dynamics. This group includes colleagues who were attracted to
USC by his tireless efforts as recruiter, mentor, and
collaborator. Among the faculty that he was pivotal in bringing
to USC were Hanna Reisler, Bruce Koel, Chi Mak, Steve
Bradforth, Anna Krylov, Andrey Vilesov, Peter Qin, and Daniel
Lidar. Curt did everything possible to convince the chosen
candidate to come to USC. We recall the time when Curt
decided to personally hand an offer to a candidate at Berkeley,
couldn’t get a flight, jumped into his car and drove all the way
to Berkeley and back just to deliver the offer. How many faculty
do you know who would do that? During all these years, and
often at the expense of his own scientific work, he provided
continuous, strong leadership as section head of physical
chemistry and later as department chair.
Less known outside USC is Curt’s seminal role in

strengthening the graduate student program in Chemistry.
About two decades ago, Curt completely restructured the
department’s recruitment program, which resulted in an
increase in both the number and the quality of the graduate
students, especially in physical chemistry. Curt has chaired the
department’s recruitment committee for a large part of the past
30 years and his talents as a recruiter are legendary. We often
come across scientists who, even though they finally chose to
go elsewhere for their graduate studies, vividly recall Curt’s
relentless recruitment efforts and his unique personal style. In
fact, during years that he was on sabbatical our acceptance rate
dropped down significantly with the only solution offered,
“Bring Curt back!” It is a special talent that even our younger
faculty, who are much closer in age to the students, find hard to
match. In recognition of his outstanding contributions to the
USC graduate program, a graduate student award was
established by the Chemistry Department this year bearing
his name.
Curt is a fantastic mentor to graduate students, postdoctoral

fellows, and faculty. His hands-on mentoring style has helped
members of his group as well as others in the department
obtain academic positions at research universities. Everyone in
his research group has enjoyed his great wisdom and
mentorship. Jingsong recalls that Curt had spent a great
amount of time revising his research proposals and coaching his
job interviews. On a few occasions when Jingsong was very
close to the deadlines, Curt would jump into his legendary old
VW Jetta and rush to the nearby Fedex office with Jingsong to
deliver his application packages. At the end, Jingsong was able
to have a quick start at Riverside with some of the equipment
Curt donated, along with Curt’s continuing mentorship. Curt
has also read almost every first proposal of an assistant
professor in the Physical Chemistry division. The drafts often
come back “bleeding red” but the improvements are
undeniable. He meets with assistant professors informally
offering encouragement and advice on how to navigate
successfully the world of academia. He would usually go to
their offices and labs, where he can realize first-hand how they
are settling in, and help in minimizing delays in productivity
and in reducing stress. Many of us greatly appreciated his help

in space preparation well before we started and the time he
invested in supervising every aspect of the renovations. For
example, Steve was able to get his first ultrafast laser system
installed in only a few weeks after arriving on campus − a lab
renovation pace unheard of today.
On the personal side we, like many others, appreciate Curt’s

unique style of humor and his well-known “Wittigisms”. We
recall the sign once hanging on his door (now removed): “Idle
people are dead people that you can’t bury.” Or the advice that
Hanna still passes on: “The first guy in the room with a plan
wins.” Hanna remembers well the very intense environment in
Curt’s group when she first joined. She would typically arrive in
the lab at 7:30 a.m. to find that the night shift was still not quite
done. She vividly recalls the meeting in Atlanta where Curt gave
a contributed talk presenting the first data on dissociating UF6
with the 16 micrometer laser. The invited speaker right after
him, Andy Kaldor, who worked on a similar project with a
much larger budget, started his talk by declaring that Curt
should have given the invited talk and not him. Not an easy
admission by the competitive Andy.
Curt can be witty with a dry sense of humor, but he also can

be terse and to the point when a stern message needs to be
conveyed. In confrontations he often has razor sharp answers
and incisive comments that put an end to arguments, and we
sometimes feel that he is using quantum tunneling when
walking through closed doors to achieve his goals. In fact, we
have witnessed some “amusing” confrontations between him
and strong-minded colleagues, in which he did not shy from
expressing his views in colorful terms. Some find his intensity a
bit too strong, or to put it in his words, “I simply walk too fast
when I enter their offices.” However, Curt has shown great
generosity towards students and colleagues. For example, when
Hanna moved on to her independent faculty position without
any setup funds from the dean, Curt not only gave her the
equipment that she used and let the people who worked with
her continue on her projects but he also transferred a grant and
helped prepare her new labs. He also does not shy away from
the occasional grand gesture or the flair of drama when the
occasion merits. Indeed, he has delivered many memorable
lectures, some with illuminating demonstrations (even standing
on a chair for better effect), and always with humor. In one of
the many seasons of physical chemistry seminars he organized,
on introducing the seminar each week, Curt would totally
disarm the speaker by presenting a gift specifically tailored to a
story about that visitor.
While most of us think about improving a bad situation, Curt

often changes reality completely by making his own rules of
how to play the game. This is manifested both in his science
and the way he engages in university politics. When Hanna told
him that she estimates her chances of transferring to a tenure-
track faculty position at 10%, her estimate was based on the
available data (regrettably this statistic for transition from
research to tenure-track faculty has not changed much to this
day). It was only Curt’s unique strategy and meticulous
execution that resulted in the desired outcome.
Let us end with a few personal anecdotes. Curt has many

talents, one of them being refurbishing old furniture. When
Hanna started her faculty position at USC, Curt brought to her
office an old desk with a hutch that he found discarded outside
another building that was renovated. It looked terrible − all
scratched, dirty, and with holes − and frankly Hanna thought
that it should have been left where it was found. However, Curt
declared that it was made from excellent wood and can be
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salvaged. For several weekends he worked patiently on
repairing, staining, and polishing the desk. It has now been in
Hanna’s office for over 25 years, and visitors never fail to
comment on how lucky she is that the university has allowed
her to purchase such a high quality and expensive piece of
furniture.
Many of those who know Curt know that in the 1970s he

had hippy-length hair. One occasion Steve enjoys recalling is a
time when Curt had just returned from a sabbatical at
Columbia, one that he had richly deserved immediately
following his time as department chair. After several months
living in New York’s Greenwich Village, although not growing
his hair long, Curt had reconnected with an earlier time,
returning to LA with a dangly earing and a new iPod packed
with his Bob Dylan collection. Always preferring the human
touch, Curt regularly stops by the offices of his colleagues in the
early evening to talk. One afternoon very soon after his return
and with the magic glow of sabbatical not yet worn off, he
stopped by to demonstrate to Steve how his iPod worked (then
a novel device) and to play one by one each of his favorite Dylan
tracks. Steve, delighted to have Curt back and not wanting to
break the moment, was however getting increasingly alarmed as
the minutes counted down to a 5 pm deadline on an unfinished
proposal. Curt was oblivious both to the panic (and the
distinctly different musical tastes) of his colleague!
Finally, we are always impressed by Curt’s acute observations

and questions at scientific meetings and lectures, as well as at
discussions on all academic matters. Clearly, we have learned a
lot by observing Curt, but regrettably we can’t be like him. Curt
has always dreaded the “R word”, so in closing, we simply wish
him many more years of good health and fruitful and rewarding
intellectual endeavors.

Hanna Reisler
University of Southern California
Stephen Bradforth
University of Southern California
Jingsong Zhang
University of California, Riverside
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Colleagues of Curt Wittig
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Graduate Students, Ph.D.
Baugh, Delroy 1990 Powers, P. Scott 1992
Bezel, Ilia 1999 Qian, Xiao-Wu (Charles) 1988
Caballero, Julio 1983 Quick, C. Robert 1979
Dulligan, Michael 1998 Rebolledo-Mayoral, Oscar 2012
Fine, Jordan 2012 Schroeder, William 2013
Fischer, Thomas 1981 Shokoohi, Frough 1985
Hariri, Akbar 1977 Shim, Dong 1978
Hawkins, Samantha 2004 Smith-Freeman, Lee-Ann 2009
Hay, Stephen 1985 Spencer, Donald 1980
Helvajian, Henry 1981 Stolyarov, Daniil 2005
Hodgson, Lori 1993 Stomberg, Jaimie Current
Ionov, Pavel 1996 Suchan, Minda 2000
Korolik, Mikhail 1999 Sumida, David 1984
Kumi, George 2005 Tiee, Joe 1979
Malyk, Serguei 2009 Underwood, Joelle 2005
McKean, Stephanie Current Valachovic, Linda 1999
Mikhaylichenko, Katya 1998 Watson, Tom 1983
Nemirow, Christopher 2012 Wen, Ye 1995
Nickolaisen, Scott 1991 Xu, Zhude 1988
Pacala, Thomas 1978 Yu, Ming-Hsing 1980
Petersen, Alan 1976 Zeng, Yongping (Eddie) 1991
Polyakova, Elena 2005

Graduate Students, MS
Callister, Susan 1988 Jaques, Carrie 1994
Capote, Miguel 1979 Quinn, Jessica 2007
Catanzarite, Joe 1986 Singleton, James 1994
Iams, Helen 1990 Zadorozhnyy, Anton 2010

Postdoctoral Fellows
Addison, Michael Davis, Harry Floyd Larson, Christopher Renlund, Anita
Arnold, Don Wesley de Juan, Julian Lavi, Rafi Rice, Jane
Blass, Peter Ferkel, Hans Levy, Martin Riehn, Christoph
Böhmer, Ellen Haüsler, Detlev Lin, Yaomin Schroeder, Christi
Braverman, Leonard Hoffmann, Günter Liu, Kun Segall, Jeffrey
Brucker, Gerardo Huang, Zhisong Lu, Zhou (Joe) Sharpe, Steve
Buelow, Steve Ionov, Stanislav Mangir, Metin Shin, Seung-Koo
Campbell, James Johnson, Matthew Niv (Nadler), Israel Tuchler, Matthew
Cao, Jianying (Bob) Kim, Wousik Noble, Marcus Verdasco, Juan
Chastaing, Delphine Kolodney, Eli Oh, Daniel Zhang, Jingsong
Chen, Yongqin Koplitz, Brent Pessine, Francisco Zhang, Xiaodong
Chou, Jim-Son Kushawaha, Vikram Radhakrishnan, Gouri Ziegler, Günter

Visitors and Collaborators
Akitt, D.P. Engel, Y.M. Kolessov, A. Reifschneider, D.
Alekseyev, A.B. Field, R.W. Kong, F. Reisler, H.
Alonas, P. Flood, T.C. Kresin, V.I. Sanov, A.
Bar-Nun, A. Flöthmann, H. Krylov, A.I. Scheideman, A.A.
Beaudet, R.A. Flynn, G.W. Laudenslager, J.B. Schinke, R.
Beresford, J.R. Garcia-Vela, A. Laufer, D. Segal, G.A.
Beswick, J.A. Gerber, R.B. Lee, S. Sheeks, R.
Bieler, C.R. Goddard, W.A., III Leone, S.R. Sherman, G.
Boothe, P. Goodman, M.F. Levine, R.D. Singer, R.
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Visitors and Collaborators
Bunte, S.W. Grebenshchikov, S. Lieberman, H.-P. Smith, I.W.M.
Capellos, C. Grigoriev, P. Lin, C.-T. Steier, W.H.
Cartland, H.E. Haas, Y. MacRobert, A.J. Stone, J.
Castells, V. Halberstadt, N. Mahgarefteh, D. Stuke, M.
Ceyer, S. Hancock, G. McKellar, A.R.W. Thiele, E.
Chabalowski, C. Harper, C.D. Miller, J.B. Trtica, M.
Christensen, C.P. Hassler, J.C. Mishra, I.B. Valencich, T.
Coleman, P.D. Herschbach, D.R. Morand, J.P. Valentini, J.J.
Coulter, D. Hubner, G. Parr, D. Veney, D.
de Juan, J. Jarek, R.D. Parr, T. Vongehr, S.
Diri, K. Jeffers, W.Q. Partin, J.W. Zewail, A.H.
Dows, D.A. Kato, S. Pfab, J. Zyrianov, M
Droz-Georget, Th. Katsouleas, T.C. Pimentel, G.C.
This does not include coauthors on two large papers aimed at consensus that have 29 and 45 authors.
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