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On behalf of the Johann Bernoulli Foundation it is a great pleasure to for me to introduce Professor

Richard Gill, our speaker for the 2012 Johann Bernoulli Lecture.

The Johann Bernoulli Lectures date back to 1992 and in it 20 year history (with 21 lectures as any

mathematician will tell you), there have been an illustrious and colourful group of speakers, among

which one system theorist, Rudolf Kálmán, in 1992 and one statistician, Sir David R. Cox, in 1997.

It was at the introduction of the latter, that my predecessor, Professor Willem Schaafsma, introduced

this scheme.

Plato (ideas) Aristotle (worldly)

↓ ↓
Descartes (rationalist) Bacon (Empiricist)

↓ ↓
Bernoulli (mathematician) Newton (alchemist)

↓ ↓
Popper (induction: a myth) Fisher (induction: a must)

Neyman

Van Dantzig

The continental tradition on the left with its idealism and the Anglo-Saxon tradition on the right

are presented as opposites in viewing the world, with Jerzy Neyman and David van Dantzig as

compromise and synthesizer. In a way, the field of statistics in the last 90 years – since the appearance

of “Mathematical foundations of theoretical statistics” by Ronald A. Fisher in 1922 – can be seen as

playing out the history of philosophy of the past 2,500 years: Occam’s razor, Platonic parameters,

models vs data, etc. There is a large tradition of “Let’s assume the data are distributed as ...”, as

well as data-adaptive methods, which are intent on “letting the data speak.” It is all there.

Today’s speaker, Professor Richard Gill, should perhaps be added to the list in the center. He has

an illustrious career in the “continental” approach to statistics, but is nowadays certainly as well

known for his “Anglo-Saxon” critical examination of the data. In fact, Richard’s career, as his name

suggests, started on the other side of the pond. He was born in Redhill, Surrey, in 1951 and did

his mathematics first class BA degree in Cambridge in 1973. In 1974 he obtained his Diploma in

Statistics with distinction, again from Cambridge. After this, he moved to the Netherlands, first to
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the CWI and afterwards to the Free University, where in 1979 he obtained his PhD degree with a

thesis entitled “Censoring and Stochastic Integrals” with Professor Dr. J. Oosterhoff.

These were the heydays of counting processes. In 1972 the above-mention Sir David Cox had intro-

duced his Cox proportional hazards model. This led people like Efron, Breslow, Aalen, Andersen and

Richard Gill to study the underlying counting process. In fact, Gill’s PhD thesis appeared as a Statis-

tica Neerlandica article and has since been cited over 600 times. His 1982 paper on “Cox’s regression

model for counting processes: a large sample study” has received already over 1,800 citations.

In the 1980s he returned to the CWI as head of the mathematical statistics department there. His

work had not gone unnoticed and he was elected member of the ISI (1984) and fellow of the IMS

(1989). The Dutch were a little slower and he was elected member of the KNAW in 1999. He

continued to work in the area of survival analysis – a slightly ironically heroic name for a field that

gets its best results if every participant dies.

In the late 80s Professor Gill branched out into the field of semiparametric models and this is where

his and my random walks coincided. In 1993 I walked into the office of my supervisor Aad van der

Vaart, where there was a lot of lively discussions on the topic of maximum likelihood estimation

in such models. A lot of these contributions were crucial for the development of semi-parametric

estimation in the 1990s. This was an attempt by the mathematical statisticians to mitigate the effect

of the assumptions of their models on the conclusions. Although the theory was highly mathematical,

the spirit was to reconciliate the continental and Anglo-Saxon traditions. Especially in the field of

biostatistics this was of crucial importance.

A further measure of the impact of an academic is to look at his (academic) off-spring. There are

far too many to mention, but a few, such as Sarah van der Geer, Mark van der Laan and Eric van

Zwet, have their own very respected research careers, often in the very area that Richard made them

work on. Richard Gill has further made substantial contributions to the field of spatial statistics and

quantum statistics. Especially this last topic has caught his interests in the last decade years. He

even published a paper on the Quantum Monty Hall problem. In this 2002 paper, he and co-authors

considered a quantum version of a well-known statistical decision problem, whose solution is, at first

sight, counter-intuitive to many.

Also counter-intuitive to many was how “so much evidence” seen by “17 judges” could lead to incor-

rectly convicting a nurse for murdering her patients. In fact, when Richard Gill picked up the case

in November 2006, there were few who doubted the original conviction of Lucia de B. Since then, he

became one of the most passionate pleaders for reconsidering the evidence in this case on its proper

statistical merits. In fact, the question really became “What are the proper statistical merits?” As

we know from epidemiological bias, there is something peculiar about the fact finding process in

police work. It is certainly not a proper randomized trial, so what are the appropriate statistical

tools to make inference? In the past 5 years, Professor Gill has become one of the foremost experts

on statistical evidence in legal reasoning and some of his doubts, considerations and findings he will

share with us tonight.
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