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Hermann Anton Haus
1925–2003

Hermann Anton Haus, a leading figure
in ultrafast optics, integrated and

fiber optics and quantum optics research,
died May 21, shortly after completing his
regular, 15-mile bike ride from his office
at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT) to his home in
Lexington, Mass. He was 77 years old.

Hermann led research and taught at
MIT for nearly half a century. He
received the National Medal of Science
from President Clinton in 1995 and was
one of the few engineers in the country to
become a member of both the National
Academy of Engineering and the
National Academy of Sciences

Hermann was born in Ljubljana,
Slovenia, in the former Yugoslavia. His
family was Austrian. His grandfather had
been the commander-in-chief of the
Austro-Hungarian naval fleet during
World War I. When the Communists
expelled the German-speaking popula-
tion from Yugoslavia shortly after the 
end of World War II, Hermann and his
mother were taken from their home in
the middle of the night and shipped by
rail to Austria with other refugees.

The experience of the Communist
takeover of Slovenia left Hermann with
two formative experiences. Conscripted
to work in a factory as a machinist while
still in his teens, he became fascinated
with electricity and its properties, an
interest that eventually led to his career 
in electrical engineering. He also vividly
remembered meeting a chemist on the
refugee train who had lost a lifetime’s
worth of notes. At that point he said he
realized that “all that you can ever take
with you is the knowledge that you have
in your head.” This inspired both his love
for the elegant theoretical descriptions
that he could derive from basic principles
and his firm belief that classroom lec-
tures should be given without notes.

After beginning his university studies
in Austria, Hermann wrote to General
Mark Clark, the commander of the U.S.
forces, to ask for help in getting to the
U.S. A strong proponent of learning lan-
guages by reading their classic literature,
Hermann said he had acquired English
by reading Gone with the Wind. He came

to the U.S. in 1948,
earning his bachelor
of science degree
from Union College in 1949 and his mas-
ter of science degree in electrical engi-
neering from Rensselaer Polytechnic
Institute in 1951. Hermann received his
doctoral degree from MIT in 1954, joined
the faculty that same year and became 
a full professor in 1962. He was named
Institute Professor, the highest faculty
position at MIT, in 1986.

In the course of his career, Hermann
wrote seven books, was awarded 20
patents and published over 380 papers—
an astounding 200 of them after he
turned 65. The accomplishments embod-
ied in these publications are, of course,
too numerous to list. In brief, Hermann
is famous for creating analytic theory for
laser mode-locking and for advancing for
three decades the field of ultrashort pulse
generation. He was a leading expert on
both classical and quantum noise in elec-
tronic circuits, lasers and optical ampli-

IN MEMORY

fiers. He invented the quarter-wave shift
for distributed feedback devices and elab-
orated on that idea to design novel filters
and resonators for integrated optics. His
work on soliton systems led to the
description of Gordon-Haus jitter and to
designs for stretched-pulse fiber lasers
and transmission systems. Still active
with a group of graduate students, he
was, most recently, leading a new research
effort aimed at making densely integrated
high-index-contrast photonic circuits.

Hermann received more awards than
can be enumerated here, including OSA’s

Ives Medal.
Some of my
own most
enjoyable
experiences
came from
nominating
him for
awards: first,
because he
always won;
second,
because I had
the chance to
read enthusi-
astic support-
ing letters
from very 
distinguished
people saying
such things 

as “Every time I pursue a new idea, I find
seminal work by Hermann Haus that got
to the heart of the matter years earlier”
and “No one else has done more things
that I wish I had done myself.”

Hermann was a great colleague and a
great friend. His sudden death leaves an
enormous hole in our profession. It won’t
be the same without him.

— Erich P. Ippen
Professor of Electrical Engineering 

and Professor of Physics, MIT
Former President of OSA

Each December, Optics & Photonics News publishes
information about OSA members who have died during
the course of the year. To ensure that our memorial
information is as comprehensive as possible, we need
your help. Please write us at opn@osa.org should you
learn of the death of a friend or colleague active in
optics so that we may recognize them in the pages of
OPN. Please include a phone number where you can
be reached.

“All that you
can ever
take with
you is the

knowledge
that you
have in 

your head.”
— Hermann Haus

Haus observing an experiment in the lab with
grad student Dilys Wong (1988).


