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The Joy of Research 

my father is a retired university 
professor. Before retiring, he 
taught electrochemistry and 

polarography at the University of 
Bologna. I am sure he did not expect 
nor was he particularly interested in 
having his only child follow his same 
path. I suspect he would have loved 
a lawyer in the family; as we say in 
Italy, “You never know: it may come 
in handy!” In retrospect, I believe that 
some of the things he told me when I 
was a kid had a strong impact in my 
decision to join academia.

The two things he mentioned that 
probably impressed me most are 1) 
that this job continuously keeps stimu-
lating your brain with new challenges 
and 2) having to keep up with young 
people, always of the same age and 
always with boundless energy, while 
you are aging is a beautiful exercise 
for your mind. It leaves no room for 
laziness. Incidentally, it also gives 
you the distorted perception that you 
are not aging, in turn, something you 
eventually realize is false! 

He also pointed out the beauty of 
curiosity-driven research and the free-
dom of choosing your research chal-
lenges based on your interests, your 
background, the people you interact 
with, and what you find stimulating.

I love teaching, and this is some-
thing that surely contributed to my 
decision to become a part of academia. 
And I later realized I even love men-
toring, even if I cannot cease to feel a 
little anxious about the future of those 
who work with me. However, the joy 
of research still remains the main 

motivation of my choice and what 
makes me believe that this job has no 
comparison. Of course, there is much 
more than teaching, mentoring, and 
doing research in the day of a profes-
sor, and not everything is so exciting 
and stimulating.

Doing research is not a story of 
daily successes but rather a story of 
daily efforts. So many days you look 
at the pile of crumpled sheets lying 
in your waste paper basket, mute 
witnesses of lost battles, and you feel 
depressed and not very confident. But 
then the day comes when, like a clear 
sky after a stormy day, the problem 
solution comes clear out of the clouds. 
You have it; you understand. And the 
feeling is just great: a big smile shines 
on your face and you have to control 
the urge to scream “Yesssss!”

Those moments are just precious,  
unique. They reward you for the days of 
lost battles. Maybe I am a little optimis-
tic about the future, but in this moment 
I feel that the time to retire is when win-

ning your war with a problem that you 
have been investigating for a while does 
not excite you any more. But then I look 
at some of my retired colleagues, and it 
is just so clear that this flame of curios-
ity and challenge keeps burning inside 
them. To investigate, to understand, to 
solve. And for me, I hope the flame will 
never die.

The beauty of research is also in 
that it allows you to travel, to exchange 
ideas, to learn, to meet people, and 
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start new collaborations. I have exten-
sively talked about this in a previous 
column [1], but I would like to add 
some short comments.

Giving a talk and having people 
approach you at the end of the session 
to tell you that they liked your talk, 
work on a similar subject, and would 
like to exchange manuscripts and ideas 
on the topic is just great! Sometimes I 
see some senior colleagues, sitting 
together in a corner of the conference 
area, filling in sheets of paper with 
mathematics and talking animatedly, 
and I know that this is just the way I 
would like to be, even in 20 or 30 years. 

When I was a Ph.D. student and I 
attended my first conference, I asked 
my advisor, “Do they really pay us a 
salary for doing this? I would do it for 
free.” I am afraid someone may have 
overheard our conversation, since the 
salary of an Italian professor has not 
risen much since then. This makes me 
think that someone at the Italian Min-
istry of Education and University may 
have come to my same conclusion. 
“Take the fun and the freedom as part 
of the salary.”

Jokes aside, and despite all of the 
boring and bureaucratic stuff we also 
have to deal with on a daily basis, we 
have a very unique and privileged job, 
something to be aware of and for which 
to care. If the flame of research curios-
ity dies out, it may be the case that our 
daily routine is deprived of its spice 
and ends up being a series of repeti-
tive tasks, not very appealing and nor 
very creative. Then writing papers and 

attending conferences becomes diffi-
cult, pointless, or not rewarding. We 
lose the secret ingredients that make 
our job unique.

This may be a destiny that is in front 
of each of us, something we cannot 
escape. And I am sure that there will 
be other things that we will regard as 
more rewarding, when or if we come 
to that point, mostly coming from 
our personal life, for instance, to care 
for the young people we advised and 
prepared to enter the research world. 
This is undoubtedly a very rewarding 
thought and effort.

Yet, if I have to think of what I 
would prefer for myself, I would really 
like that this flame, which steals so 

many of my hours of sleep and makes 
me wake up eager to start my day, 
would keep burning for a good num-
ber of years. We’ll see!

O, that a man might know 
The end of this day’s business 

ere it come!
But it sufficeth that the day will 

end,
And then the end is known. 

–Julius Caesar, by William Shakespeare
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