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Gary E. Sommargren, a physicist who
developed leading-edge innovations

in optical metrology, died at his home on
March 8, 2005, from amyotrophic lateral
sclerosis (Lou Gehrig’s disease). He was
60 years old.

In 2003, Gary was awarded the
American Society of Precision
Engineering’s Lifetime Achievement
Award. He was a fellow of the Optical

Society of America and a topical editor
on interferometry and optical testing 
for Applied Optics. His work was pub-
lished extensively in Applied Optics and
SPIE publications. He held more than 
30 patents in optical metrology. Most
recently, he went on assignment to the
Lick Observatory at U.C. Santa Cruz to
develop high accuracy interferometry to
characterize large segmented telescopes
and image planets.

Gary received bachelor’s and master’s
degrees from Stevens Institute of
Technology and a Ph.D. in optics from
the University of Rochester in 1972.
He joined the University of California
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory
(LLNL), where he worked on diffraction,
holography, interferometry and optical
metrology. He invented the heterodyne
optical profiler to measure the roughness
of an optical surface to sub-Angstrom
levels; it became the benchmark to verify
optics for laser gyroscopes and earned
him an R&D 100 award.

From 1981 to 1991, Gary worked at
the Zygo Corporation, where he commer-
cialized this instrument. His research on
phase-shifting algorithms led to other
successful wavefront and displacement-
measuring interferometers that far
exceeded the competition in resolution,
slew rate and accuracy. He received
another R&D 100 award for a heterodyne
displacement interferometer system for
positioning stages on lithography tools.

Gary returned to LLNL to work on
extreme ultraviolet projection lithogra-
phy (EUVL) at 13 nm for producing 
50 nm features. He developed the phase-
shifting diffraction interferometer to test
to the required absolute-figure error of
less than 0.10 nm. This device used a
spherical wave from an optical fiber for a
reference wavefront—nature’s reference
wave, as he called it. Gary received his
third R&D 100 award in 1998 for this key
advancement, which allowed a consor-
tium of integrated manufacturers, led by
Intel, to start an EUVL research program
at three national laboratories, including
LLNL. The program was the largest pri-
vately sponsored project ever at the
national laboratories. Major development
efforts in EUVL continue at leading
lithography manufacturers, including
Canon, Nikon and ASML.

Gary’s imagination was boundless;
he  achieved goals that others considered
unreachable. At his March 18 memorial
service, the eulogist quoted a passage
from Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking
Glass that captured Gary’s indomitable
spirit: Alice says, “One can’t believe 
in impossible things,” and the Queen
replies, “I daresay you haven’t had much
practice. Why, sometimes I’ve believed 
as many as six impossible things before
breakfast!”

Gary is survived by Claire, his wife of
36 years, his son Erik and daughter-in-law
Michelle, and his daughter Alaine. Gary’s
preferred charities for memorial dona-
tions include the ALS Association,
Bay Area Chapter, and the Muscular
Dystrophy Association, ALS Division.
A fund to name a classroom in a new
building at the Institute of Optics has been
established. Call Jack Kreckel for more
information at 800-635-4672.

— Lynn G. Seppala
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory
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