Differential Geometry,
Strasbourg, 1953

Michele Audin

The picture on the following page, taken in 1953,
shows a group of mathematicians on the stairs of
the historic Wilhelmian Building of the University
of Strasbourg. The picture appeared in the local
newspaper les Derniéres Nouvelles d’Alsace to
illustrate an article about a differential geom-
etry conference organized by Charles Ehresmann
(1905-1979), who was a professor at the Uni-
versity of Strasbourg, and André Lichnerowicz
(1915-1998), who was a professor at the College
de France. The photograph also appeared in the
conference proceedings [6], which were published
by the CNRS (Centre National de la Recherche Sci-
entifique). The two organizers stand in the center
of the front row. André Lichnerowicz is the taller
of the two and easily recognizable by the pipe
from which he was inseparable (notice the way the
stairs are used!).

This photo inspired me to look back on some of
the important results achieved by the participants
in the years leading up to the conference and to
consider the later impact of those results. The
photo also led me to muse on the lives and work
of three mathematicians who were students in the
Strasbourg School of Ehresmann, namely, Jacques
Feldbau, Georges Reeb, and Paulette Libermann.

The newspaper article was published in the
Sunday May 31st/Monday June 1st edition, at the
end of a very busy week (the French president was
trying desperately to find a prime minister) and
before another very busy week (the coronation
of an English queen). We are lucky that there was
nevertheless some space left for a photo and an ar-
ticle about a mathematical conference. The article
is unsigned. However, it is clear that the journalist
must have had some help in writing it, since he or
she wrote a few rather pertinent statements on the
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difference between local and global geometry—the
relation between global differential geometry and
topology is also one of the highlights in the intro-
duction of the conference proceedings.

Bernard Malgrange remembers that the par-
ticipants had a good laugh at the declaration of
Shiing-Shen Chern (1911-2004) to the journalist:
“This conference is one of the main achievements
of our time” (and this statement was quoted in
the article!). It seems indeed to have been a great
conference. The scientific program included André
Weil (1906-1998) lecturing on nearby points on
smooth manifolds (sketching, he said, ideas of
his master Nicolas Bourbaki—despite a conflict
between master and pupil, as the latter explains
it in [12, p. 534]), Chern on infinite continuous
pseudogroups, Jean-Louis Koszul on Lie groups
of transformations (the very first result stated in
his paper is the essential “slice theorem”), Nicolaas
Kuiper (1920-1994) on locally affine surfaces, and
Beno Eckmann on examples of compact complex
Kahler manifolds. René Thom (1923-2002) spoke
on cobordant manifolds, defining the so-called
Thom spaces O OMNO) OOOIDTand stating his
results on the structure of the oriented and non-
oriented cobordism rings OFIdnd O E[dvork that
would bring him the Fields Medal in 1958. Laurent
Schwartz (1915-2002), by then already a Fields
Medalist, discussed the current associated with
a meromorphic form on an analytic manifold.
The two organizers also gave talks. Ehresmann
explained the jet spaces he was inventing at that
time, and two students of his, Paulette Libermann
and Georges Reeb, spoke as well.

This conference was not an accident that came out
of nothing. There was tremendous activity around
Ehresmann in Strasbourg, including an ongoing
seminar called “colloque de topologie de Strasbourg”.
There remain written reports of the seminar talks,
given from 1951 to 1955, by speakers like Karl Stein,

VoLuME 55, NUMBER 3






