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A
student of Corrado Segre, Eugenio
Bertini, and Federigo Enriques,
Francesco Severi is remembered
today as one of the key architects
of the Italian school of algebraic

geometry in the �rst half of the twentieth century.
(For a brief discussion of some of his most
important contributions to algebraic geometry,
see the appendix.) His eagerness to serve the
Fascist regime after Mussolini became dictator in
1925 has cast a long shadow over his name. Even
though Severi survived multiple investigations
in Italy, rediscovered his Catholic faith, and
emphatically denied repeated accusations that he
was anti-Semitic, the stigma has persisted.

Among the �rst, if not the �rst, to come to
Severi’s defense in the post-World War II era was
Beniamino Segre, who had lost his own academic
chair in Bologna in 1938 in the wake of the govern-
ment’s anti-Jewish legislation. Relieved, at Severi’s
behest, of his duties as an editor of Italy’s old-
est scienti�c journal in the wake of the regime’s
racial laws, Segre nevertheless insisted that ru-
mors of Severi’s �supposed anti-Semitism� were
��imsy� and based on �some misunderstanding�
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[Segre 55*].1 Although his tenure as Severi’s as-
sistant in Rome from 1927 to 1931 gave him a
ringside seat as Severi’s politics veered sharply
from left to right, Segre took pains to remind
Italy’s mathematical and scienti�c communities
that his mentor had once championed Italy’s
parliamentary democracy, protested the brutal
1924 murder of Giacomo Matteotti (a Socialist
deputy in Parliament), and signed the philosopher
Benedetto Croce’s anti-Fascist manifesto�actions
that forced his resignation in 1925 as rector of
the University of Rome. These events, Segre once
said, had led Severi to have �a profound disagree-
ment with the fascist government, which lasted�
if even in a form increasingly attenuated�for
several years, even after having been called to
take part in the Academy of Italy� [Segre 63*].
And, on that sober note, Segre took leave of
Severi’s political career under Mussolini.

Our story o�ers a fuller look at Severi’s politi-
cal dossier during the inter-war years and beyond.
Primary sources range from the personal corre-
spondence of Beniamino Segre and Oscar Zariski
to Italian government records of the Fascist pe-
riod in the Archivio Centrale dello Stato (ACS) to
documents in the historical archives of the Uni-
versity of Rome and the Lincei. The whereabouts
of Severi’s personal papers is a mystery, and it is
possible that he destroyed them. Some mathemati-
cians may �nd a recounting of his activities under
Fascism uncalled for, preferring to recall only his
considerable mathematical legacy. (Again, see the
appendix for a nontechnical discussion of some
of the most important parts of this legacy.) Others
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To celebrate �fty years of publishing activity,

Severi o�ered Zanichelli, the publishing house

with close ties to Federigo Enriques, the

opportunity to publish his collected works, in

multiple volumes. When Zanichelli said no, Severi

enlisted Beniamino Segre’s help in preparing a

selection of his writings instead. Severi chose

this picture of himself for the frontispiece, but

asked Segre to remove the fascist insignia �rst.

are content to allow the proverbial skeletons in
the closet to remain undisturbed.

In 1989 the Italian geometer Edoardo Vesen-
tini raised the subject himself in a talk at the
Accademia dei Lincei, which hosted a one-day
meeting on the cultural consequences of the racial
laws in Italy. Speaking about his own discipline,
Vesentini said, �Even if we all know that closets
exist and skeletons also, forgotten or hidden, and
[even] if we all know that such recognition cannot
be deferred inde�nitely� [Ves 90], the thought
of taking his own teachers and the more senior
members of the Italian mathematical community
to task �fty years after the Fascist regime issued its
Manifesto of Italian Racism seemed unduly harsh.
Some colleagues had only recently died, and re-
membering them, he told the group, brought back

memories along with �a mixture of admiration
and, sometimes, a�ection.� Fortunately, the math-
ematicians of his own generation, those who came
of age after 1945, had at least �been spared the
shame of being among those mathematicians� who
had been forced to tell Castelnuovo and Enriques
(two Jewish mathematicians) they could not enter
their institution’s math library. Castelnuovo’s lack
of bitterness after the war ended, Vesentini noted,
had played a crucial role in putting the country’s
mathematics back on track. �The generosity and
far-sightedness of Castelnuovo,� he added, �must
not prevent, above all, the events of those years
from being investigated and thoroughly examined
�because those events belong to the history of
science.�

A Taste for Politics

Born in 1879 the youngest of nine children,
Francesco Severi grew up in poverty in the Tus-
can town of Arezzo, where as a boy he took
a keen interest in politics, following in particu-
lar the socialist movement, then on the rise in
Italy. After being appointed professor of math-
ematics at Padua in 1905, Severi allied himself
with the left-wing blocco popolare patavino, which
rewarded his allegiance by appointing him presi-
dent of the municipal gas and water company. In
1910 he o�cially joined the Socialist Party and
was quickly elected councilor for the commune
of Padua and became the Socialist alderman for
education. When World War I broke out, Severi
sided with those who urged intervention on the
side of Britain and France. He severed connections
with the Socialist Party, which supported Italian
neutrality, and quickly volunteered for military
service once Italy entered on the Allied side in
1915.

Between 1918 and 1925 Severi �irted with run-
ning for political o�ce and received backing from
war veterans and Socialist-run unions. He served
for a time as president of the newly formed Na-
tional Association of University Professors and
became rector of the University of Rome on the
recommendation of Giovanni Gentile,1 who at the
time was enjoying a brief tenure as minister of pub-
lic instruction. It is not entirely clear how Severi’s
association with Gentile, a philosopher and leading
proponent of fascist ideology, may have a�ected
his views. However, several years after Mussolini’s

1An ardent supporter of the fascist government and a

major �gure in Italian philosophical circles, Gentile im-

plemented far-reaching and lasting educational reforms

during his time as minister of education (1922�1924). Of-

ten referred to as �the philosopher of fascism�, he wrote

several key political tracts for Mussolini, including �The

Manifesto of the Fascist Intellectuals�, which many leading

fascist writers and artists signed in 1925.
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Tullio Levi-Civita and his wife Libera Trevisani,
one of his pupils at Padua, whom he married in

1914, celebrate their arrival in New York City,
1933.

1925 proclamation of a dictatorship—“We are not
a ministry; we are not even a government. We
are a regime” [Bo 05], Il Duce (Mussolini's title
for himself as “chief” of the fascist movement)
told the deputies in Parliament in the spring of
that year—Severi began sending the Fascist leader
a steady stream of articles, several embellished
with a �owery personal note. Taking his lead from
Mussolini's own political trajectory ( Il Duce had
started his political career as a socialist), Severi
appears to have cast o� his socialist political ties
when they no longer suited his political ambitions.
Although he later wrote that his act of de�ance
in speaking out against Matteotti's political as-
sassination in 1924 had ended forever “his active
participation in political life” [Sev 45*], the his-
torical record suggests that he wanted to play a
prominent role in the intellectual life of the new
fascist state. Indeed, Severi used his considerable
political connections to promote his advancement.

The Accademia d'Italia
Plans for a new state-sponsored cultural insti-
tution, the Reale Accademia d'Italia (The Royal
Academy of Italy) began to take shape in 1926,
and Severi took a keen interest in the slot reserved

for a mathematician. It was an open secret that
another algebraic geometer from Rome, Federigo
Enriques, born into an Italian Jewish family, had
been nominated. That Severi had been feuding
with Enriques for several years over a satisfactory
algebro-geometric proof of the “Completeness
Theorem” (see [B-G 10]) and other matters only
heightened the stakes for Severi.

The more he thought about his own political
future, the more Severi seems to have become
convinced that a Fascist loyalty oath was the an-
swer. Speaking, he said, on behalf of “the great
majority” of professors, in January 1929 Sev-
eri dispatched an unsolicited and impassioned
memo to Mussolini himself, urging swift passage
of an oath that would serve to indemnify those
who, like himself, had engaged in “nonorthodox
demonstrations,” such as signing Croce's mani-
festo. Anything short of that, he added, would
“deprive our Universities of most of the best
mathematicians. On the faculty at Rome, almost
none perhaps would remain.” 2 Rest assured, Severi
continued, “I have never done anything or criti-
cized anyone that could even remotely be inter-
preted as contrary to the Regime” while abroad
[G-N 05]. Although Severi had not yet become
a party member (he joined the Fascist Party in
1932), he had begun to ingratiate himself with
Benito Mussolini's regime.

In mid-February, Severi enlisted his univer-
sity colleague and con�dant Giovanni Gentile, no
longer minister of public instruction, in his po-
litical aspirations. Less emotional, more practical
in tone, Severi's letter to Gentile began by reit-
erating that Italy badly needed a loyalty oath to
identify and isolate university professors hostile
to the Fascist regime and to reward those, like
himself, who had resolved their di�erences with
Mussolini's government. “As I already told you in
person,” he reminded Gentile, “within the limits
of my own poor powers, I have done as much
as I could for this purpose, and I have reason to
think that the Head of Government is very well
disposed.” He then went on to instruct Gentile
at length about how to manage the other stake-
holders in the matter, including the press, the
fascist rank-and-�le, and various ministries, and
what they should and should not be told. Only in a

2The loyalty oath required of all university professors was
administered two years later in 1931. Twelve courageous
academicians out of 1,250 refused to sign and lost their
university posts, including Vito Volterra, the undisputed
head of Italy's school of mathematics before the advent
of Fascism. Relations between Severi and Volterra had al-
ways been rocky, helped along by the fact that Volterra, an
avowed anti-Fascist, had once said to him during a session
at the Lincei, “Algebraic geometry serves no purpose” [Tri
67*] .
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