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Why Is There No Nobel
Prize in Mathematics?

by Lars Garding and

Lars Hérmander

There are Nobel prizes in physics and chemistry, so
why not In mathemalics? There are two eusrent an-
swers,

1. (French-American version) Mittag-Leffler had
had an affair with Nobel’s wife.

2. (Swecush version) Mittag-Leftler was the leading
Swacish nuathematician at the ime when Nobel wrote
his will. Nobel knew that 1t there was to be a prize in
mathematics, Mittag-Leffler could use his influence in
the Royal Swedish Academy of Scienco to becoma the
first recipient. To avoid this, Nobel gave no prize in
mathematics.

Although Nobel was a confirmed “bacheior; the-

French-American version leads a healthy life as one
of the myths of mathematics and as a recurrent subject
of conversalion for mathematicans who think it is un-
fair that physics has a prize but not mathematics. The
Swedish version is an academic fabrication with no
credibility. In fact, Nobel and Mittag-Leffler had al-
most no relation to each other. The true answer to the
question is that, for natural reasons, the thought of a
Prize in mathematics never enterea Nobel’s mind.
Bince the fust answer above has beem rsfomwad to
recently in the Intelligencer and since a letter in the
American Matnematical Monzhly. 30 (1989), p. 502, asks
for the facts of the matter we shall try to give them.
Our main source is the book about the will by Ragnar
Sohlman, the chief executor of Alfred Nobel's will and
later the director of the Nabal foundetion [1]
_ When Nobel died on December 10, 1896, there ex-
18ted in additlon to his latest will of November 27,
1895, an earlier one dated March 14, 1893. Although

discuss. Besides various legacies to private persons,
mainly relatives, the will gave to Stockholm’s Hog-
ckola (later to become the University of Stockholm),
Stockholms Sjukhus and Karolinska Institutet 5% of
the estate each. Osterreichische Gesellschaft der Frie-
densfretinde was to obtain 1%, and the Royal Swedish
Acadeny of Sciences 65% for a foundation whose in
come should be awarded annually “as a prize for the
most important and most pioneering work in the wide
domain of lknowlodga and progress, except in the do-
main of physiology and medicine. Without making it
an absolute condition it is my wish that those who
through writing and actions can succeed in fighting
the strange prejudices which beth nalians and goramn

mentr jtill have against the cveation of a European
peace tribunal sliwuld be specially considered”.

In the final will the income from the estate, after
soma logacies to individnal persans. was o be given
annually as prizes ““to those who during the past years
have done mankind the greatest good. It should be
divided into five parts: -

One for the one who in the domain of physics has
mode the mart iroportant discovery or invention:

one for the one who has made the most imposlant
chemical discovery or improvement;

one for the one who has made the most important .

discovery in the domain of physiology or medicine;
one for the vne who in llterature has produced the
best in {deal direction;
€Aé for she oma who hac dona mest gr hest fr the
ﬁat . () Iy} . e .
standing armies, and fer creation e¢ propagation of
peace congresses . . .~

One notes that all the prizes, except perhaps that for
medicine, were closely connected with Nobel's own in-
terests. The formulations concerning the physics and
chemistry prizes indicate that what Nobel had in mind
was development work of the kind in which he himself

the earlier will was superseded by the later onerit may had excelled—The prize for literature bears witness to

relevant as a background to the stories we shall

his own wide literary interests, and his idealism and
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fricndnhip with Rertha van Cutmear, the authorof “Lay
down your arms!,” explain the peace prize. Mathe-
ralice war vimply not one of Mobcl's interests.

Sohlman has two things to say about the difference
between the two wills. First, that 1t was fortunate that
Nobael had made a firmer divicion between his various
aims and limited his purpese, since the vigaricalivu
awarding the prize would otherwise have been con-
fronted with unreasonable difficulties in a rather unre-
warding task. He also remarks that it is assumed that
the fact that the Stocholm’s Hogskola was.no longer
among the beneficiaries can be explained by the in-
ternal feuds which were going on at the time. The two

_factions ware the profeseorr, lod by Mittag-Leéfler, and
the board of govemnors. The issue was the control of
new appoirtnients. The Swedish verslun may stem
from this incident which, however, has no connection
with the subjects for the prizes.

Nobel was elerted member of the Swadish Academy
of Sciences in 1884, and the University of Uppsala gave
him an honorary degree in 1883. Apart from that, Ne-
bel’s relations with the academic world in Sweden
seem to have been rather slight. Nobel, who was ed-
ucated in St. Petersburg in the 1840's emigrated fram
Sweden in 1865 (when Mitag-Leffler was a student).
After that he visited Sweden rarely, mainly an annual
visit an his mather’s hirthday ([1], p- 25). In the mid
seventies Nobel settled In Parls and lived in his large
house on Avenue Malakoff. It does not seem plausible
that, as stated in the Intelligencer, Nobel and Mittag-
Leffler “must often have come into collision within the

imited framework of Storkhalm educated society”
Dhusing tha Gimal yieaws of his lifs ke 434 spend SolL

time in Sweden but that was al the estate Bjockborn
close to the Bufors industry which he had acyuired in
1803. The gueslon of Notkl’s residence Tumed out to
be of the utmost legal importance and so it is very
carefully discussed by Sohlman. Let us just mention
that the French lawyer Coulet, in trying to convince a
ronch court that Nobcl was a resident-of Swedernr
rather than France, had to resort to an argument -
volving the magnificent Russian horses kept by Nobel
at Bjgrkhorn. Sohlman ({1], p. 315) commeonts that it
seemed to be those horses in particular which per-
ounded the eourt and made it disguss the case.
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Three Letiers from Suphus
Lie to Felix Klcin un Parisian
Mathematics during

the LCarly 1880's

Iranslated from the German by
David E. Rowe

Sophuc Lic and Felix Klein firot mct in 1869 as siudents
in Berlin. They soon became daily companions and
spent the spring of 1870 together in Paris where they
met the French mathematicians Michel Chaslas,
Gaston Dalvua, and Cauiille Jurdan. Jordan had just
published his classic Traité des substitutions, and the
two foreigners read it avidly, Mathematics has not
been the same since far it has nften haan eaid  and
not altogether unjustly—that from this moment on
they made group theory their common property: Lie
took the continuans grenps and Klein those that were
discontinuous. Their liaison in Paris, however, was
relatively short-lived, as the Franen-Pmissian War
broke out fordng Kiein to return to Germany, while
Lie decided to set out on foot for Italy. This ill-fated
idea et him fanr weeks in prison, for he was arrocted
just vutside of Paris, where guards found that he was
carrying some letters written by Klein in what ap-
peared to them to be a secret code! Lie had to wait
until Darboux could set the matter straight with the

authorities, He then went dirertly tn Italy and a shart
Himo Iatos sobusmod 40 Memuas.

In 1872 Lie returned to the conlinenl aud slayed
with Klein in Gottingen and Drlangen, where together
thay diseussed Ui by idiws Bt developed Luw dic
latter’s Erlangen Program. After this, however, their
work began to drift apart, although they continued to
stay in close contact with one another. Lie was

and his Leipzig colleague Adolf Mayer sent their stu-
dent, Friedrich Engel, to Norway for nine months to
he his assistant Engel ended up dedicating hic life to
Lie's work, first by co-authoring the three-volume
TINo& dar FrstsforrmisrorogTRppET R

death, editing his Collected Works. Lie’s situation
changed dramatically in 1886, when Kiein auseepded
in bringing him to Leipzig as heir to his position as
Professor of Geomeiry, a maneuver that infuriated
Weierstrass and his student H. A. Schwarz.

During nis many years ot isolation, however, i
often thought about making a secund tripto Paris-with
Klein. Over and again this idea pops up in their cor-
respondence, and {n 1882 Lie acrually wook the plungs
and Wied (v yuoudc Klein W joiss him. Unfurtunately,
his timing could not have been worse. Klein was in
the thick of his competition with Henri Poincaré to find
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