




EMIL ARTIN 

BY RICHARD BRAUER 

Emil Artin died of a heart attack on December 20, 1962 at the 
age of 64. His unexpected death came as a tremendous shock to all 
who knew him. There had not been any danger signals. It was hard 
to realize that a person of such strong vitality was gone, that such 
a great mind had been extinguished by a physical failure of the body. 

Artin was born in Vienna on March 3,1898. He grew up in Reichen-
berg, now Tschechoslovakia, then still part of the Austrian empire. 
His childhood seems to have been lonely. Among the happiest periods 
was a school year which he spent in France. What he liked best to 
remember was his enveloping interest in chemistry during his high 
school days. In his own view, his inclination towards mathematics 
did not show before his sixteenth year, while earlier no trace of mathe­
matical aptitude had been apparent.1 I have often wondered what 
kind of experience it must have been for a high school teacher to have 
a student such as Artin in his class. 

During the first world war, he was drafted into the Austrian Army. 
After the war, he studied at the University of Leipzig from which he 
received his Ph.D. in 1921. He became "Privatdozent" at the Univer­
sity of Hamburg in 1923. This is the first academic position in Ger­
man Universities; the "venia legendi" that goes with it is the right to 
hold classes. 

Now there began a period of the strongest and most fruitful mathe­
matical activity for Artin. He rose quickly in the academic ranks be­
coming a full professor in 1926. Hamburg, then only a few years old 
and the youngest German University, had already become one of the 
leading ones. Its special role in mathematics can be seen, if one looks 
through the volumes of the "Abhandlungen aus dem Mathematischen 
Seminar Hamburg." Of course, Artin himself had a great share in the 
rise to prominence of this journal. 

The intellectual atmosphere of German universities of that period 
is remembered with nostalgia by all who knew it. Artin, with his wide 
interests in all fields of human endeavor became the stimulating cen­
ter of a circle of friends. His strange nickname "Ma" which he always 
preferred to his given name Emil goes back to those days. It is 
short for "Mathematics"; he simply appeared to these young men as 
an embodiment of mathematics. 

1 In [49], he says: "Meine eigene Vorliebe zur Mathematik zeigte sich erst im 
sechzehnten Lebensjahr, wâhrend vorher von irgendeîner Anlage dazu überhaupt 
nicht die Rede sein konnte." 
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