
 

 

 
 

Roger Hamlin Farrell 
 

July 23, 1929 – September 28, 2017 

 

 

Professor Emeritus of Mathematics Roger Hamlin Farrell died September 28, 2017 at Hospicare 

in Ithaca, New York. He was 88 years old. 

 

Roger was born on July 23, 1929 to Charles and Anne Farrell in Greensboro, NC. Charles and 

Anne were talented photographers who established the Art Shop, a photographic studio, camera 

store, and art supply house they operated for almost four decades. Roger, along with his older 

brothers Charles and Peter, attended the Curry Demonstration School in Greensboro. At age 15, 

he entered the University of Chicago. He earned a Ph.B. (the equivalent of a bachelor’s degree in 

liberal arts) in 1947 and a Master’s degree in mathematics in 1951. After graduating, he entered 

the U.S. military and served during the Korean War as an analyst assessing areas in which 

incoming personnel could best serve. 

 

After his military service, Farrell earned a doctorate in mathematics on the GI Bill from the 

University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, in 1959. His doctoral adviser was Donald Burkholder, 

known for his contributions to probability theory. Farrell wrote his dissertation on “Sequentially 

Determined Bounded Length Confidence Intervals.” 

 

He joined the Department of Mathematics at Cornell as an instructor in 1959, teaching analytic 

geometry and calculus in his first year. He was promoted to Assistant Professor in 1961, 

Associate Professor in 1963 and Full Professor in 1967. He served as Associate Chair from 

1975-77 and became Professor Emeritus in 1999. 

 

An expert in mathematical statistics, Farrell worked in the application of decision theory 

methods to statistical problems. This work on decision theory methods involved development of 

inequalities, compactification of spaces and the study of the way sequences of measures 

converge. His most recognized results are those on the minimax rate of convergence for 

nonparametric density estimation (1972). These results were extended in several more papers co-



written with Larry Brown, a 1964 Cornell Ph.D. student of Jack Kiefer, and they inspired many 

subsequent refinements by other researchers. The theory of minimax optimal rates of 

convergence is now a cornerstone of modern nonparametric statistics, with applications in 

pattern recognition and machine learning. 

 

Besides being the author of 34 research papers, Farrell wrote two textbooks:  “Multivariate 

Calculation:  Use of the Continuous Groups” in the Springer Series in Statistics and “Techniques 

of Multivariate Calculation” in the Springer Lecture Notes in Mathematics series. He was a 

fellow of the Institute of Mathematical Statistics, and from 1973 to 1977 he served as associate 

editor of the Annals of Statistics. 

 

Several of Farrell’s former students especially noted his gentleness and patience as a teacher and 

doctoral adviser. 

 

An avid photographer and bird-watcher, Farrell was a founding member and longtime treasurer 

for the Cayuga Bird Club. He was also a longtime supporter of the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. 

Among Roger’s other hobbies was English Country Dancing. He and his wife LeMoyne met 

here, in Ithaca, through dancing. A bagpiper and troupe of dancers led the parade at his 

retirement conference and he and LeMoyne performed dances at its conclusion. 

 

He is survived by his wife, LeMoyne Farrell, and older brother Peter Farrell. 

 
Written by Michael Nussbaum and Ravi Ramakrishna 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jack_Kiefer_(statistician)

