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All mathematicians of my generation, and 
even those of subsequent decades, were aware of 
Nicolas Bourbaki, the Napoleonic general whose 
reincarnation as a radical group of young French 
mathematicians was to make such a mark on the 
mathematical world. His memory may now have 
faded, the books are old and yellowed, but his 
influence lives on. Many of us were enthusias-
tic disciples of Bourbaki, believing that he had 
reinvigorated the mathematics of the twentieth 
century and given it direction. But others believed 
that Bourbaki’s influence had been pernicious 
and narrow, confining mathematics behind walls 
of rigour, and cutting off its external sources of 
inspiration.

Now that we are in the twenty-first century it is 
perhaps the right time to look back and try to as-
sess the overall impact of Bourbaki, before all the 
principal players leave the scene. The basic histori-
cal facts are well known and are set out in both 
the books under review. France had lost a whole 
generation of intellectuals in the 1914–18 war, and 
the young mathematicians of Paris, in the inter-
war period of the 1920s and 1930s, were looking 
for new guidance and inspiration. Only Hadamard 
and Élie Cartan of the older generation still com-
manded respect. Talented youth, unconstrained by 
higher authority, is a powerful force and, whatever 
one’s views about Bourbaki, there is no doubt that 
the talent was quite exceptional. The list of the 
early members of Bourbaki is truly impressive: 
André Weil, Henri Cartan, Claude Chevalley, Jean 
Dieudonné, Laurent Schwartz… Later recruits were 
of similar calibre: Jean-Pierre Serre, Armand Borel, 
Alexandre Grothendieck… Harnessing the powers 
of such a formidable group was not an easy task. 
There were fierce debates, some serious quarrels, 
and much passion. The remarkable fact is that the 
group, by and large, stayed together and kept Bour-
baki alive and active over several decades. This was 
a tribute to the idealistic vision that they shared, 
that of remoulding the shape of mathematics in 
the twentieth century.

Much of the atmosphere of the early days is 
brought vividly to life by the many informal pho-
tographs in the Mashaal book. It is fascinating to 
see pictures of the young André Weil, relaxing 
in a deck chair, though Henri Cartan was always 
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