
 
    

Lawrence E. Payne Professor Emeritus of Mathematics passed away at Hospicare in Ithaca, 
New York on August 11, 2011 at the age of 87. Larry, as he was universally known, had a 
long and productive life. Born to a family of 5 in 1923 in McLeansboro, Illinois, a small 
farm town near Carbondale, he attended a one-room school house, followed by St. Henry 
Preparatory Seminary. 
 
He was first gainfully employed in 1941 as a salesman with the Merit Shoe Company in 
Chicago. He joined the U.S. Navy in 1943, where he served for a little over 3 years. Like 
many of his generation, he attended the university after his military service – presumably 
on the GI Bill. He earned a B.S. in Mechanical Engineering and then an M.S. and Ph.D. 
in Applied Mathematics from Iowa State University in Ames. It was there that he met his 
wife Ruth, with whom he eventually raised 5 children.    

    
Larry started his academic career as an Assistant Professor at the University of Arizona. 
From there he joined the University of Maryland, where he spent 14 years at the Institute 
for Fluid Dynamics and Applied Mathematics.  Larry came to Cornell in 1962-63 at a time 
when there was little or no applied mathematics in the Math Department. According to 
Larry’s long-time colleague, Anil Nerode, both Larry and Jim Bramble (who by the way 
was Larry’s first Ph.D. student) were invited and lured to Cornell from Maryland as much 
by the Cornell Children’s Tuition Scholarship as anything else. In any case, Larry was 
responsible for building up applied mathematics in the Math Department, and he played a 
key role in establishing the Center for Applied Mathematics (CAM) at Cornell. According 
to Nerode “Larry was the main integrating force in making CAM work. He was not 
involved in any previous rivalries and was a true gentleman in every way.”    

    
Larry was a recognized international leader in the area of partial differential equations, 
especially in isoperimetric inequalities, improperly posed problems of mathematical 



physics, and elasticity. He authored or co-authored nearly 300 articles and 2 books. His 
works are gold mines of clever and insightful constructions. One of his most quoted is a 
paper with Hans Weinberger on the optimal Poincaré inequality for convex domains, where 
the second eigenvalue of a membrane is estimated in terms of the diameter of the domain 
(published in the Archive for Rational Mechanics & Analysis in 1960). He received the 
prestigious Steele Prize from the American Mathematical Society in 1972 for his survey 
paper “Isoperimetric Inequalities and their Applications,” which appeared in SIAM Review 
in 1967.    

    
Larry was the major advisor of 15 Ph.D. students during his career. He lectured and held 
long- term visiting positions in many universities throughout the world, including Genoa, 
Florence, Berlin, Dublin, Glasgow, Herriot Watt, Virginia and ETH in Zurich. In 1990 he 
received an honorary Doctor of Science from the National University of Ireland. A 3-day 
conference was held in Larry’s honor at Cornell in October 1990, which was well attended 
by friends and colleagues from around the world. Larry retired from Cornell in 1994, but 
remained remarkably productive in research until his death.    

    
In spite of all of his accomplishments, Larry was a gentle, kind and amazingly modest 
person. When asked about his ground-breaking influence in the field of ill-posed problems, 
he attributed it to luck – he said that he got into the field before the easy problems were 
solved, and he was smart enough to get out before he had to solve the really hard problems. 
In fact his choice of problems, together with the techniques he developed to solve them, are 
of lasting value in all of the areas in which he worked. His colleagues the world over held 
him in the highest esteem as a dear friend, advisor and colleague.  We too remember him 
that way.    
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