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Preface

At its meeting in April 1990 at the University of Cambridge, the Executive
Committee of the International Mathematical Union (IMU) decided that
the largely unorganized archives of the Union should be properly arranged
and catalogued. Simultaneously, the Executive Committee expressed the
wish that a history of the Union should be written [1].

As Secretary of the Union, I had proposed that these issues be dis-
cussed at the Cambridge meeting, but without having had in mind any
personal role in the practical execution of such projects. At that time, the
papers of the IMU were stored in Zurich, at the Eidgendssische Technische
Hochschule, and I saw no reason why they could not remain there. At about
this time, Professor K. Chandrasekharan produced a handwritten article
titled “The Prehistory of the International Mathematical Union” (2], and
it seemed to me that this might serve as the beginning of a more compre-
hensive history.

I had first thought that Tuulikki Makelainen, who during eight years as
the Office Secretary of the IMU had become well acquainted with the Union,
would do the arranging of the archives in Zurich. She had a preliminary
look at the material there, but it soon became clear that the amount of
work required to bring order to it was too great to be accomplished in a
few short visits from Helsinki. The total volume of material was formidable.
Some of it was irrelevant and should be discarded to make the files more
accessible. And it would be no insignificant task to organize the remaining
papers. It appeared that work on the IMU papers would not progress in
Zurich.
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By coincidence, under construction at the time was a new storage area for
the archives of the University of Helsinki. Located beneath the University
Main Building, the rooms, which were inaugurated in 1993, were technically
advanced, with maximum security and sophisticated climate control. The
new archives represented such a substantial increase in storage capacity
that vast stretches of empty shelves beckoned.

Jiirgen Moser, the President of the Union from 1983 to the end of 1986,
who supervised the IMU archives in Zurich, had asked me some years earlier
whether the IMU material might be collected and brought to Helsinki. I had
rejected the idea then, but in view of the improved facilities in Helsinki and
the deadlock in Zurich, I began to have second thoughts. Having received
a green light from the head of the archives of the University of Helsinki,
I informed Jacob Palis Jr., the Secretary of the Union, about the Helsinki
option.

In the spring of 1994, the IMU Executive Committee made the deci-
sion to move the IMU material from Zurich to Helsinki [3]. In September
1994, fourteen mail sacks, weighing in at twenty kilos each, arrived in Hel-
sinki. The files from the eight-year period 1983-1990 were already there.
In October 1994, Tuulikki Méakeldinen and I began work on organizing the
material, and the task was completed in June 1996 (Fig. 1). A summary of
the contents of the archives is presented in the Appendix, Section 13.

In informing me that the Union was pleased to see its archives in the
hands of the University of Helsinki, Palis, representing the Executive Com-
mittee, asked me to write the history of the IMU. I hesitated for a few
months, but after discussions with Chandrasekharan, whose literary inter-
ests had turned from history into more mathematical topics, I answered in
the affirmative.

It soon became clear that work with the Union’s history fell into two
distinctly different parts. There was not a single document in the IMU
archives from the years before 1952, i.e., prior to the first General Assem-
bly of the new Union. Thus, an essential part of my work dealing with the
prehistory, the old IMU, and the preparations leading to the new IMU con-
sisted in attempts to uncover source material. Two years’ search produced
a substantial quantity of relevant papers, but not all that I had hoped to
find. It may well be that the discovery of more source material would shed
additional light on the history of the old IMU.

In contrast to the years before 1952, the volume of archival material cov-
ering the new Union is overwhelming. The Bulletins of the IMU and the
reports and minutes of the meetings of the General Assemblies and Execu-
tive Committees have been well preserved. Yet closer scrutiny revealed that
the collection was not complete. Secretarial correspondence was abundant,
but it exhibited considerable variation, and presidential correspondence
had been stored only in part. From my investigations into the history of
the IMU, I formed an idea of pertinent papers that should have been in
the files. Those that could be located have been added to the archives.
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FIGURE 1. IMU Archives in 1996. Chief Archivist Eero Vallisaari, Olli Lehto, and
Tuulikki Méakeldinen. The past of the IMU through 1991 is stored in the Central
Archives of the University of Helsinki in 125 boxes. Photo: Ilmar Jéutvald.

The reports of the Executive Committees, coupled with the minutes of
the General Assemblies, provide a chronological list of the Union’s main
events since 1952. These documents formed the natural backbone for my
writing on the new IMU. However, if that was all there was, the result would
be little more than a skeleton, without much life. Thanks to numerous less
formal letters written at the time, I hope to have increased readability
without having made concessions to reliability. Relatively ample coverage
has been given to the difficulties that the IMU encountered, because they
often illustrated the values and attitudes prevailing in the Union and in
the international mathematical community.

Aside from mathematical events, international politics are a pervasive
feature in my history of the IMU. The aftermaths of the First and Sec-
ond World Wars and the repercussions of the Cold War are inseparably
entangled with the history of the IMU. Clemenceau, Hitler, Mussolini,
Stalin, MacArthur, Khrushchev, Chiang Kai-shek, Mao Zedong, Brezhnev,
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Jaruzelski, Walesa, Reagan, and Gorbachev figure in the text alongside the
mathematicians. Whatever the effects of political events on the progress
of mathematics and the work of the IMU, they have certainly made the
Union’s history more interesting.

This book is not a history of mathematics in the twentieth century. Of
course, it is not completely divorced from it either. The invited lectures
of the International Congresses of Mathematicians (ICM), which are now
entirely the responsibility of the IMU, reflect the state and progress of
mathematics every fourth year. The Fields Medals and the Rolf Nevan-
linna Prize, additional IMU responsibilities, reflect current opinion on the
most significant mathematical achievements at the time they are awarded.
Backstage information about the screening of the candidates for these lec-
tures and awards is contained in the files of the IMU Program and Prize
Committees. However, these papers are not yet available. By a decision of
the Executive Committee such documents are to remain sealed for sixty
years.

The ICMs, which determine the rhythm of the life of the IMU, are dis-
cussed, but the discussion does not enter into detail about their math-
ematical content. The invited lectures and surveys of the works of the
Fields Medal and Nevanlinna Prize winners can be read in the Congress
Proceedings.

This book covers events of the IMU through the end of 1990, when I
resigned the office of Secretary of the Union. This time limit is not uncon-
ditional. For example, there is some commentary on later developments of
projects that were launched prior to 1991.

The question may, then, be asked why this history of the IMU has been
written. The classical answer is to express hope that some lessons might
be drawn from it, that the record of past events might serve as a guide for
the future. In historia semen futuri.

A more concrete justification for the creation of this book is the fact that
the IMU is not particularly well known among mathematicians. The Union
is often blamed for its poor visibility, accused of being an institution that in
secretive ways steers the fate of the international mathematical community.
I hope that this history will improve understanding of the important role
the Union has played in the promotion of mathematics throughout the
world.

Finally, this is a story of how ideas of the global cultivation of mathe-
matics, across national borders, gradually began to take shape a century
ago and how these ideas developed, amidst political difficulties and seri-
ous setbacks, into a fruitful worldwide cooperative effort under the aegis
of the IMU. I hope the reader will find the history of the International
Mathematical Union to be of interest.

Helsinki, Finland Olli Lehto
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1
Prologue to the History of the IMU

The International Mathematical Union was founded in 1920. Long before
its establishment, there had been organized international mathematical co-
operation. Joint work in the field of bibliography had already begun in the
1870s, and International Congresses of Mathematicians with well-defined
rules and objectives had been held regularly since 1897. Once founded, the
task of the IMU was to find an appropriate role in the existing cooperation
and to enhance and expand it. Success was ultimately achieved, but not
until after the Second World War.

The origins of the IMU are connected with the general developments
in the world that have been reflected in the scientific community. During
the nineteenth century the scientific ambiance changed dramatically. In
the early 1800s, the number of scientists in each discipline was small, and
there were only a few journals in which their results appeared. The French
Revolution and the Napoleonic wars reshaped the social class structure in
Europe. The greatly strengthened middle class showed increasing interest in
the advancement of science and technology, which the Industrial Revolution
brought into significantly closer contact with society at large. In interaction
with the growth of economic prosperity, higher education expanded. At the
universities a new ideology gained ground that raised research, alongside
teaching, to a principal role. University professors became professional re-
searchers, and the systematic education of young researchers began. As a
result of all these developments, the number of scientists multiplied, and
national scientific societies were founded in rapidly increasing numbers [4].

It is not surprising that following the expansion of science, international
cooperation began to assume organized forms. Technical inventions such as
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the railroad, the steamship, and telegraphy greatly facilitated this develop-
ment. At first, joint scientific work was often concerned with well-defined
projects where the need for international collaboration was obvious, and
cooperative projects were undertaken in fields such as astronomy, geology,
geodesy, cartography, and various aspects of biology. Regional and even
truly international disciplinary meetings were initiated [5].

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, the long period of peace began
to crack. The coalitions between the great powers were taking shape, and
their conflicts of interests, resulting from economic competition and impe-
rialistic ambitions, became more and more accentuated. Nationalism was
growing, political and military crises became frequent, armament programs
were intensified.

Countering these developments, increasing internationalism assumed a
number of forms that aimed at strengthening understanding between peo-
ples. The first Olympic games of the modern era were held in 1896, and
the truly international Nobel Prizes were established. The world’s scientific
community intensified its efforts to work in concert across national borders.
Scientists’ feelings about the unfavorable political environment echoed the
last utterance of Archimedes: Noli turbare circulos meos.

Yet political tension grew in the world. A vicious circle had arisen, and
finally the explosion came in 1914: the outbreak of the Great War.

1.1 Ideas of International Mathematical
Cooperation Awaken

Mathematics did not remain aloof from the strong expansion of scientific
research in the nineteenth century. The number of mathematical articles
and books appearing each year increased at a rapid pace (by the end of
the century, this number had risen to 2,700) [6]. The possibility for an
easy overview of mathematical production was gone, and the need for bib-
liographical expedients arose. Mathematicians realized the advantage, al-
most the necessity, of providing such resources internationally. The journal
Jahrbuch iiber die Fortschritte der Mathematik was founded for the purpose
of reviewing the papers appearing in all mathematical research journals in
the world. The first volume, covering the year 1868, appeared in 1871. In
the preface, the objectives of the Jahrbuch were declared as providing sur-
veys of the progress in the broad area of mathematics and facilitating the
work of the learned scholar by presenting what was already known [7]. An
important step had been taken: The Jahrbuch (later succeeded by other
review journals) became indispensable for mathematical research.

The Jahrbuch was founded in Germany. Its editors were German, and
so were the reviewers for the first volume. However, an appeal to inter-
national cooperation was made, and from the second volume on, German
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reviewers were joined by mathematicians from other countries, first from
Austria, Britain, Denmark, Italy, and Russia. With the years, the num-
ber of non-German coworkers rose steadily. A notable exception were the
French, who did not participate as reviewers, although their papers were
reviewed. In 1885 the French inaugurated the Répertoire bibliographique
des sciences mathématiques, which provided a systematic catalogue of all
mathematical publications, which were divided into several topical classes
and subsections. Coworkers were soon recruited from outside France [8].
The aftermath of the Franco-Prussian war (1870-1871) still hampered col-
laboration between German and French mathematicians. But a German
bibliographical project initiated in 1894, the Encyklopdidie der mathemat-
ischen Wissenschaften, led to joint international work in which emphasis
was placed on German-French cooperation [9)].

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, the growth of mathemat-
ical research continued at an accelerated pace. At the same time, existing
national mathematical societies were activated and new ones established in
many countries.! The strengthened relationship between mathematicians
at the national level was probably conducive to joint work in an inter-
national setting. The universality of mathematics was also a contributing
factor [10].

The need for organized international mathematical cooperation beyond
the bibliographical was felt early by Georg Cantor (Fig. 1.1), who was pro-
fessor at the University of Halle, Germany. He not only propagated with
force the idea of forming a mathematical society in Germany, but he pro-
posed in 1888 that German and French mathematicians should meet at
a neutral site, perhaps in Belgium, Switzerland, or the Netherlands. Two
years later, when he became the first president of the German Mathematical
Society, Cantor had arrived at the idea of an international congress of math-
ematicians. In a letter of August 1890, Walther von Dyck wrote to Felix
Klein, “G. Cantor schrieb mir in letzter Zeit iber sehr hochfliegende Pline
betr. internationaler Mathematikercongresse. Ich weiss wirklich nicht, ob
das ein wirkliches Bedirfnis ist.” (G. Cantor wrote me recently of very
high-flown plans concerning international congresses of mathematicians. I
really do not know whether that is a real need) [11]. In 1894 Cantor noted
in his letter to the Russian mathematician A. Vassiliev that he had had the
idea for an international congress in mind for five years. Besides Vassiliev,
Cantor was in active correspondence about international congress in 1894
1896 with several mathematicians in France—Charles Hermite, Camille
Jordan, Henri Poincaré, C.-A. Laisant, and Emile Lemoine—and with the
German mathematicians Klein, von Dyck, and others [11, 12].

1A mathematical society was founded in Moscow in 1864, the London Mathematical
Society in 1865, the Société Mathématique de France in 1872, the Circolo Matematico
di Palermo in 1884, the New York Mathematical Society in 1888, becoming in 1894 the
American Mathematical Society, and the Deutsche Mathematiker-Vereinigung in 1890.










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































