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Atle Selberg -- June 15, 1989,

[This interview was conducted in Professor Selberg’s office in
Fuld Hall, at the Institute for Advanced Study ]

Fayima This iz Betey Devine, and I'rh going 1o be
interviewing Atle Selberg for the second time. This is side one, tape one,
June 15, 19449.

S0 we were deep in the 1940's, heading ot toward the Flelds
IMedsal when we stopped.

Setbarg Oh, T see.

Lhagitne Tou pointed out that if 1 read Harald Bohir's speech,
I could find out why you won it.

Swibargy Well, I think that probably tells it reasonably well.
And thet, of course, there was the fact that as you saw, there were two
Scandinavians on the comnittee.

Devigae But four of five non-Scandinavians!

Selbarg so [ had two votes there, of course, and that
undoubtedly is part of the explanation.

Lhayine Well, 1 think it's especially quite an honor to win it
after fourteen years of no Flelds Medal. They had quite a field to pick
from!

But I also wanied to hear tnore about your first years at the
Institute, and your impression of the place when you and Hedi first came
here.

Jefbarg I must say, it was a very great change for me,
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envirenmentally. Because [ was used to being rather in isolation. [ was
not uged to talking about tny work. Essentially, my mathematical contact
wag reading periodicals and browsing in fibraries. T didn't have any
personal contacts, really, hecause the mathetnaticians in Norway, the older
ones that I had contact with, all had other interests. I was not particularly
interested in what they were doing; they were not particularly interested,
I wrould think, in what I was doing.

LTt Veblen felt it was very, vety itnportant for
mathematicians to have contacts with other mathematicians.

Saibarg [ think it probably is itnportant. I think it does
help a number of people. It may be that if I had started off more in that
kimd of thing, I would possibly have developed in a different way. I might
hawve beett more dependent on comimnunication, and perhaps also taote
cotrmunicativel

RES vl I seel

Selbarg And, who knows -- I might have done better. Itz
quite possible. It's rather idle to speculate on these things,

I think, though, that there are probably different kinds of
personalities. It's also quite possible that my personality may be more
suited te work in isolation. But I think for most people that the contacts
are vety important.

And T must say it was also quite something for me to gee
several names that [ knew from books, but had not really thought of as
real persons -- like Hermann Weyl, Carl Ludwig Siegel I had seen before,
as I mentioned. 1 had seen him in 1940, in Notway.

But the other people hiere I had not seen, 1 conld hiave, if I had

tried 1o i1 the summer of 1936, when there was this international CONSLess
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in Oslo. And I did go to some of the lectures, but T didn't really go and see
any of these people. Although I know, for instance, Siegel and Weyl both
gave lectures, I didn't go to their lectures. I did not 2o to the lecture given
by Hecke, which turned out {o be the otie that itterested me tnost when [
finally saw the report of the congress.

I went otily to listen to some of the things that I thought -- the
title intrigned me in one way or another, not necessarily the right choices.
I think what impressed me most at the time was & lectute given by Polya,
which I went to and which [ found very entertaining. Also, actually, it
cotttained very interesting results.

I also listened to Mordell give & talk on zotne problems in
number theory. Othetwise, I mostly went to the number theory section, to
some of the things there. And most of that was not really that interesting,
I thought.

Loy [ see. S0, when you came hete -- could you tell fne
a lithle bit about Hermann Wevl?

Safbarg Hermantt Weyl? It was a bit slow, to get confact
with hitn, I would say. It iz possible that his wife already then -- in less
than a year, she died of cancer. I talked with him, but trestly in the
Institute.

[ would say, that first year, of the professors it was Veblen and
Stegel that [ tostly talked with. Von Neumanty, very little ~- and sotne of
the others, not at atl,

Doyl Weblett is one of the people that I'm the most
interested in. [Line 100, side 1 copytape.] Se, you had mentioned, or
maybe it was your wife who said it, the other day at lonch, that you

thought that, especially because you were Norwsegian --
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Sefberg Yes, I think that may have been the reasen, partly,
in Veblen's case. Veblen came from a Norweglan family. Actually,
Yeblen's father was born in Norway, but came to the United States as a
lithle boy and grew up in Minnesota. The vounger brother of Veblen's
father, the more famonus Veblen -- Thorsteinn Veblen -- was born in the
Utiited States, after the parents tiad come.

Oswald YVeblen did not know any Norwegian. His father, and 1
assume also Thorstein, had deliberately broken away from it, because they
grew up in & place where the Lutheran Church tried to keep the young
people frotn learning English, and so from getting into the larger society
and so forth. So they broke away and went to study at Carleton College.

Consequently, Veblen's father did not speak Norwegian at home,
evet, to any part of his fataily, and he did not try to teach his children
anything about their Norwegian background and relatives, and so on.

There was a cotnplete break. According to Veblen, only later in life did his
father get interested again in his Norwegian background. But it was too
late, of course, for his children, for Oswald Veblen in particular, to teally
benelfit from this.

But he did learn about where his farmily came from in Norway,
and whete he had relatives. And later he actually did visit these places. 1
don't know that he was able to communicate much with them, though,
because at that time, this must have been some time relatively early in this
century, the insttuction in English was not that universal in the schools as
itie now. You had to take some what you would call higher education,
really, before you started learning foreign languages. Whereas now English
is taught already in elementary schools, it the later vears. And of course

teday, they get English via television and all kinds of other thitgs besides,
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English is now very universal in Norway, but it was not at that time.

Jheyitns I see.

Swafbarg I assune that whet he visited this farm it Valdres
that the family came from, there was probably nio one there that spoke
Englisti.

LReitne S0, this visit took place before you met him.

Jaibarg Oh, yes. But there may have been someone around
that could act as an interpreter. Because at that stage, he had made contact
with Notwegian mathetnaticians, whe of course did know English. So he
may have had someone with him that could act as an interpreter.
Otherwise, [ don't see what he would do then, because he had not learned
any Norwegian.

But he had an interest itn Norway, ated he had learned about his
Norwegian background. This probably made him feel some affinity. At
least, e was extremely friendly, to both myself and to Hedi,

LAyt Tell me more about their house. They were still
living at 58 Battle Road?

Sl No, they had moved out, to this other place
[Herronitowm Road], where now the arboretum is that they donated to the
countty. So we have only visited them there. But he told us about the
house a lot, particularly when [ came back as a permanent fixture here and
we begaty thinking about getting a house. He very strongly advocated that
we should buy that house [from the Institute],

Veblen told me of the wall that had been built by himself and
Birkhoff, the stone wall. It's a very impressive stone wall. Actually, it was
SVelnl More impressive in thoss days, because the gate -- if vou go past

thers, they have widened the gate, essentially by taking away the
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gateposts, which were alse of stone. It looked more decorative. Now the
wall just sort of ends on both sides of a rather wide space. Presumably it
was built originadly at a titne whern they didn't have that much car traffic,
and mest of the cars were probably small ones, iarrower than they were
for a titne. How they are a bit narrower again, I think. [Line 200, side 1
copytape.]

So the gate was widened by just taking the gateposts off and
finishing the walls off abruptly on each side. It looked nicer the way it was
before, but I can understand it was impractical. There was also a gate
attached to these posts that had to be opened to drive through. Now there
is nothing, which I think is probably more conrvenient for people today.

Lrepine Did you ever go out cutting wood with Veblen?

NIty Yes. It used to be on Wednesdays, it the
afternoon. A group of people would 2o down. Essentially they would be
mathematicians, and occasionally physicists mived in. I know that Pauli
was along on some occasions -- he was not reputed to be wary skitifull

Loyl I seel

Sudbarg Actually, some considered him outright dangerous.

Dhavits Well, I ope he hiad a saw rather than an ax.

Jandtargr But another physicist was Res Jost, perhaps you
krow him.

Ihevitne I don't know hitn, actually.

Sufbare Frota the E. T. H. in Zurich, also Swiss. He is retired.
He is probably about my age. There is a book that lists --

Lhegts Tes, A Community of Scholars. [Thislistsalll A S,
members from 1950 to 1980.]

Sudbere You will find him there with sote relevant
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inforraation. But it will not tell who was -~

Dovims [t won't tell if he cut wood?

Siafbnargy Ho. I remetnber, though. He was a rather big and
burly fellow. He was quite good at it. Some people had, of course, some
experience in handling tools before althiough most of them did not.

Of othet temporary members who took part in that, I should
mention Raoul Bott. He's at Harvard now.

LAV LIS Yes, he was telling me about if as well -- that's
what made me think of it,

Snlbary Bott took part. He's a faitly big strong fellow, 5o he
did rather well,

Devime He's lookitig vety well. He was here just about
three weeks before you catne back.

Swafbarg Well, he looked a bit different in those days. He
didn't have a gray beard that, as you know, e now has.

Deyige Tes, but it's a handsome beard. 1 think it'sa
Hilbert beard. [The mathematician David Hilbert had a well-kept looking.
beard.]

Safberg It's a bit more than Hitbert had, actually. And of
course, Bott's face is rather different from Hilbert's, [ think.

Dhayitpe Yes.

Sedbarg [ don't think that Hilbert was particutarly
handsome. [ would say Bott definitely has it over Hilbert when it comes to
the exterior.

Lheyitns And perhaps is a better woodcutter as well, who
knows?

Sl Yes, I doni't know how Hitbett would have done.
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Siegwd, of course, was very active in this. Veblen at that time already was
the oldest. He did not really take part so much -- he would come along to
take part in the conversation, and nof be very active with either the ax or
the saw.

Deyime What sort of things did he say? Did he talk about
the trees, or about mathematics?

Salbarg Oftenr the talk was about mathermatics. If was not
restricted to talk about the best way of trimming a tree or things like that.
I mean, that is not a subject that you can occupy yourself with for such a
very long time. Because the rules are not really that many, and the things
that have to be leartied have to be learned, really, by doing thetn rather
than by talking about them.

Lheyiene What sort of things -- you said that Veblen was
friendly to you -~ what did he do?

Swfbarg They invited us home for tea. [Line 300, side 1
copyltape ] Veblen's wife was English, and she was very particular about
her tea. I believe she was rather well-off, indepenidently. When they
marfied, I assuine that people thought that Veblen: made a good catch, as
one says. [ think he probably had nothing, essentially. He was still a fairly
jutdor person at Princeton, ansd she came from a rather well-off British
family. Actvally, thete are several physicists in her family, even two with
the Nobel Prize in physics.

LRagtens Owreny Richardson, I think, was het brother?

Seddnarg Yes, and there wag anothet one. [Elizabeth
Weblen's sister Charlotte was married to Nobel Laureate C. [. Davisson.]

And among other things, she had lots of shares in some fea

COMIPAny.
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FE S idhin You're kidding!

Sudbarg And got some very special tea that was given only
to the stockholders --

Lagitpe [ see.

Sanfdrarg -- and was very particular about her tea, which
was very good, by the way. So, we had tea there a number of times. They
did not, at that time, engage much in other forms of entertainment. I don't
think they gave dinner parties. They probably did o in earlier years.
They may possibly also have given cocktail partiss, which they certainly
did 1ot do in later years.

LAegithe I think they left the cockiail parties to vot
Neutnann and Alexander.

Sefberg Well, actually, Hermann Wey! gave cockiail parties,
later. And probably alze before, by the way. After his wife was dead, and
he retnarried, then he gave some cocktail parties up at the house. [ ageutme
that ite had a somewhat similar social life in earlier years with his first
wife,

Ry Who lives now in Wevl's old house?

Safbarg [ thoughtt it was Constable. Let's see, what is the
address that he is listed under? 284 Mercer Street -- it is a Mercer Street
house, but I don't know the nutnbers well enough to ktiow.

The first one who had it after the Wevyls was, I believe, Frank
Tang, the physicist. And Marshall Rosenbluth had it at one time.

LAyt Did you design your own hiouse, the house you live
in?

Sadbarg We had it built. We had an architect. We had

some input, but I would say that the layout was probably more the
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architect’s. My wife probably had a little input, but I did not. I made a
sketch for the fireplace in the living room for the architect. He modifisd it
a bit, although he kept some essetitial elements. I think architects are
artists, and will try to satisfy themselves.

LAayits Tes.

Siafnrgr Probably not bad, unless they completely disregard
the freeds of the people who are geing to live there. That can occasionally
happen. [Line 420, side 1 copytape.] I don't think it happened in our case.
I think we have been rather satisfied with it, and 1 think in retrospect that
modifications were made in the design that I made, that probably do fit
better with the rest of the house.

Lhagite Bid Yeblen ever talk with you about the early days
of the Institute? About his ideas of what the Institute should be like?

Stalberg We talked from titne to time about this.
sometitmes about things that maybe ofie shouldn't put into the historicat
record, but ones that had to do with the history of the Institute. 1 think
that sotne of them were rather characteristic of Veblen,

Veblett was politically very shrewd. I temember he told me, in
the early days, when the Institute started, he wanted to have one man
meore from the university with hit. Actually, the two people in the math
deparitnent at that time that would hiave been the best choices would be
Lefschietz of Alezander. It seems clear to me that Vebleti probably felt
that Lefschetz was the more difficult personality, so that he reaily wanted
Alexander.

He did fiot say g0, What he did was that he presented it to the
trustees that these men were rather evenly matched, and that he would

leawe it 1o the trustess to make the choice.
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LAeyfme I see.

Sl His reasoning, as he explained to me, was the
following: the board of trustees, at that timme, was rather rather heavily
Jewish. Lefschetz was Jewish.

LRe it Mixt hmm.

Swfderg Alezander was not. And Veblen felt sure they
would pick Alexander!

LReyitps Wy gochl

Seflwrg That is how he explained it to me. Whether it was
the best choice is hard to know. It's true that Lefschetz was a difficult
personality, -- that, everyone agrees on. On the other hand, he was & more
active person. It was very good for the university to have retained hitm, of
course, because he helped the university very much. He was a very strong
chairtnan. So it that sense, it was probably better for the university that
he remained there rather than Alexander.

Alezander, on the othet hand, -- after a while, he sort of lost
interest in mathematics. You see, Alexander was independently wealthy.
His income from a professorship at the Institute was insignificant
comnparad to -- whatever. That can be rather dangerous. [Line 518, end of
side 1 copytape. Beginning of side 2 copytape ]

Devtns S0 his income at the Institute was insignificant --

Safberg I think, in comparison to wiat he had inherited
from his father. I think that can be datigerous, because he did see the
Ireedom o sott of retire completely from work. The incentive of having to
make a living ofter keeps people working in periods when they otherwise
mmight not. And [ think everybody may have periods whet his inferest at

least stackens, for a long period of 5o
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Also, it confributed in Alezander'z case that hie hiad some perople
at the Institule with whomm he had a close personal relationship. But
WVeblen retired, and Siegel left the Institute. Hermanti Wewl also retired,
and [ think when all this happened, that really brought Alezander to the
point that he felt -- so hie gave up his professotship.

Lravime Min hram,

Salbarg And stayed on nominally as a permanent member,
but didn't really come aronnd. Except occasionally, he came to visit Veblen,
who has still living. But Veblen was greatly handicapped -- he was
eggentially blind. He could only read by holding very big lenses, because
iz central vision was rather ruined by, as | understand it, some disease
whereby scar tissue was formed on the retina.

He had some vision. He ¢ould recognize shapes. He tnight
recognize a persot, say, walking down the corridor, but not by recognizing
the face, but rather by recognizing how his whole body moved. And he
couldn't read, really, except by using very sxtraordinary measures.

As 1 gay, Alexander came to visit him occasionally then, and
was, 1o 50the extent also helpful in some ways, in helping him to obtain
certain types of equipment -- big magnifiers, and things that would enabls
him to extend what tittle vision hie hiad a bit more.

But basically, Veblen was reduced at that time to having
someone to read to him, when he wanted to know what was in print. He
couldit really do anything himself any more that way.

I spoke with Alexander in those times. It seetned rather pitiful,
ina way. What he told me was that he essentially was experitnenting with
various types of high fidelity, or steteo, equipment, and listening to tmusie.

This wag in the early days, right at the beginning of stereo, certainly. It
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seemned to tne rather a sad way of spending one's fime!

It's fine to do this for some recreation, but to have that as your
main occupation -~ I don't think he was very happy with what he was
doing after his retirement from the [nstitute, but somehow he didn't have
afry incentive to snap back into work. 1 think if he had not had this great
private income, he would probably have stayed on, at least gone through
the routifie duties of administration, reading applications, and so on. And
eventually he probably would again have becormne inferested in something.

LDegitne That may well be true.

SwndPerg I do belisve Alexander is a ra’cﬁer aad case, ina
way. He was only in his fiffies, [ believe, when he withdrew from the
Instifute.

LATnE Well, aceording to Professor Tucker, in his later
years e began to be very nervous about crowds,

Sl I think that may be aggravated when you start
withdrawing from things. If you all the time have to 20 out and see people,
and s forth, thett these things may not develop so much.

Havipa I guess that by the time yon came -- was he not
doitg very tnuch? He was a topologist --

Sasldnaeg Yes, Well, when I came, he was still here. During
my first year, I had no contact with him. 1 saw him later, around 1950, in
the early years after [ had come back as a pertnanent mermber. There was
a time when we had de Rham here. [The topologist Geotges de Rhatn was a
metnber of the Institute in the spring of 1950, and again in the academis
year 1957-8.]1 There was a seminar on things that -- that was the last time
I saw Alemander really being interested in sotnething in mathematics. He

catne to this; he had occasionally even some comments.
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It was & seminar on de Rham-Hodge theoty, something that 1
don't really know that much about. [Line 100, copytape side 2] 1 knewa
lithle bit af that time, but what I knew I have forgotten.

RE el

I seel

Safbarg Because I didn't further engage in that sort of thing

mysell. [ did go, af least so that [ had little inkling of what it was about at
that time. And I do remember that Alexander was there, but that was the
last flicker of interest in raathematics, as far as I know, on his part.

It was a somewhat sad case, I think,
Fhayis

Well, certainly Hertnant Wevyl, as e was growing
oldet --

el Oh, yes.

-- 2ot & lot of satisfaction in working with the
younger people, and giving semitars.

Jeffare Oh, yes. And Siezel Kept working well into his
& ¥ 2 B A

eizhties, after e had returned to (dttingen. I think that the normal thing
is to keep ot working unless you have some disease that impairs wour

ability to. That cati of course happen. Not to speak of Alzheimer's.
LResithe Tes.

Sefbarg I don't kniow any mathematicians who have

Alzheimet's. [ know of some who have Parkinson's disease. Szegd, at

stanford, hiad Parkinson's for quite a nutnber of years, and would probably
have beeotr quite active, if that had not happsned.
Lot

3

After you catne to the Institute, vou did sotie work
here on autemotphic forms, and [ think Harish-Chandra also 4id soms.
Santbase Yes.

Levitme Did you work together?
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S No, we did not workl tegettier. Actually, we came
to these things frotn quite different sides. Hatish-Chandra thought about
the physics, and became interested in group theory and representation
theory originally by working with the Lorenz group in physics.

With e it was quite different. I had been inferested in -- not
auformorphic forms and functions in gensral, but modular forms. At the
quite early stage, that interest was really awakened partly by Ramanujan
and partly by Hecke. I would say, mainly by his lecture which 1 did not zo
and lsten to in 36,

LRt I zeel

Swdberg But [ started to do some work, and did work
mainty on such subjects until I switched over to the Riemann zeta-function
in 41 or so. And most of the work I did at that timme was not published.
only published a few small things, but I did have a lot more 1 did not
publish.

Then what happened was, I think in 1949, a papet appeared by
a German mathematician Hans Maags, which raised some rather interesting
problems. Tou see, earlier the autormorphic functions and forms -- one had
essenitially thought of functions that were often called holomorphic,
analytical. And Maass started studying functions that were not of that
nature, but were instead solutions of a certain partial differential equation
of seconid otder -- solutions of a certain sigenvalue probletm, which had a
cerfain type of behavior with respect to the discrete group which
corresponds to the modular forms. Maass alse worked essentially just on
the modular group and its subgroups, not o general groups.
atany rate, [ saw this paper, [ saw some of the open problen

that were left there. 1 thought they conld be attacked in & Jifferent way
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by using sotne ideas that I had tnd before and experitnetited with, but onily
it cotmnection with the analytic, holomorphic modular forms. That's what [
started with, and it turned out that I could use them to answer some of
these opett problems, but then, as often happens, my focus of attention
shifted becanse I saw that I could alse do sorme things that I thought werse
very fuch thore interesting, This was really then the path that led me to
wihat 15 called the frace fortanla, which 1 established in various stages, first
looking just at the hyperbolic plate, and the modulat group, and also at
othet groups as long as they had compact fundamental domains, which the
modular 2roup does not have. {Line 200, copytapes side 2 ]

Then it was & big problem to handle the general case of a
non-compact fundatmental domain of a finite velume. [ 4id succeed in that
in the sumtner of 'S3. The other things, [ think T had mote of less in line
by 31 for the compact fundamental domain, and for the modular group,
and the arithinetic subgroups, the congruent subgroups of the modular
group.

[ also started to ook at higher dimensional spaces, and gee if |
could do that. In particular, first in the case of compact fundatnental
domains, and also the problems that would arise if the fundamental
domain wasg not compact. That was, of tourse, much teore complicabed in
highet dimensional spaces because, sitnply, the type of non-cotnpactiess
that conld oceur was -- not only that it was in general motre cornplivated,
but there also was & variety of possibilities to chivose between. There is, in
the hypetbolic plane, only one type of non-compactness that can occur, 50
that thete was essentially only one type of thing to consider.

So this is what led me into -~ when I started fooking at the

tigher ditnensional cases [ had to try to find out more about the groups,

<
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which I didtt know anything about. Before, | had never studied any
Lie-group theory. I still haven', really. I mear, alse in group theory 1
mostly worked with my own fnsthods, but [ did of course have to deal with
cettain questions which, for some reazon, obody had considered befors,
concerting the possibilities of groups in higher dimensions.

Thiz led alzo to these first results, about the rigidity of groups in
the higher-ditnensional cases, which are by now rather completely
resolved. The first results about rigidity 1 think date back to ‘57, when I
proved the first results for irreducible groups on product spaces of
hiyperbolic spacesofl dimension two and three. Thet laber I obtaitred
somewhat more general results.

Laysss I guess Atdré Weil, after you had done group
work, e was one of the people who was ititerestad in that as well.

b Tes. He ook up some of the questions, yes.

Lyt Was this before or after he came to the Institute?

Sedberg It was after he came to the Institute. He came to
the Institute in 58,

LRyt Tust & little affer Borel?

Jelbarg [ thitk Borel came in '56 or 'S7. One can ook these
things up. [Borel was a member at the Institute from 1952 - 1954, and
became a professor in 1957 ]

eSS s Tes.

Sefbargy Bubt with Andrd, T know it was '56. There are good
reasons why [ rememmber it

Syl Tou were ot the faculty already in 1958, so you
raust have been --

Sedharg Well, I was 3 permanent member from 49, and
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then a professor sinve, I think, 1951 -- yeg, the sutrmmeer of 'S1. [Line 300,
wopytape side 2] The permanent metnber status in our school now has
fallen into disuse. It was felt that it didn't serve any legitimate purpose. I
cafl see, ift & way, that it could serve a purpese -- if you have sotaeone
whotn you want to support, and think that this would be a good place for
hifr, but for sotfie reason of other you fesl that he is completely unsuited
for taking part in faculty meetings or school meetings.

RL i I e you smiling -- are you thinking of any
particular pertnanent member?

Selbarg That would be, to my mind, the only zood reason
Tor having this possibility. I would not argue with what the other schools
de, but I think in our case we didn't really need this, and I doubt that
they 1l ever revert to using that position.

Lhewige It's been kind of a grab-bag position. Originadly, of
course, there was no intention by Flextier or Veblen fo have that kind of &
job, but Einstein wanted it, 5o --

Safbars Yes, but I think Walther Mayer got really g
designation that has never been used for anvone else. He was the only
associate professor the Institute has ever had. He was called "agsociate
professor.”

RE-S iy I see.

Sz Tes, and the reason was: Einstein wanted him very
mnuch. Clearly, the mathematicians 4id not feel that he really should be &
full-fledged facully membet. This was at an early stage, so they took &
designation that was used in American universities. Only later did it occur
to thetn to create a new thing called “permanent metnber.”

I dotr't kKnows who was the fitst permanent mermber. It may
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have been Gadel. It conld have heen in one of the other schools, because in
the School of Historical Studies there were, when I came here, several
permanent members,

Layine I ses. I think that's Neugebauer's titls.

Seafdeg Yes, but there are several others. Most of thetn are
probably by now dead, but if you would look in the sarly lists of
metnbership of the Institute, you would see that in the School of Historical
studies there would be quite a number of pertanent members.

Nowi, sotne of thern had positions, really, elsewhers, so they
weren't really here full-time. As a matter of fact, I don't know that any of
thetn were full-time, 50 maybe Gddel was the first one for whotn this was
used who teally was hers full-tite.

LRVt But he did eventually becotne a professor. [Gddsi
becatne a professor in 1453.]

Sl Yes.

DAaysns And was quite a nuisance in the faculty tnestings.

Sefdrarg Tou see, what I know about this is what Veblen
has told me -- [ mean, what I know about Godel. When he catne, he was
considered to be somewhat unstable mentally, and that was probably ons
reason. Actually, according to what Weblen told me, the association
between Einstein and Gédel arose in the following way.

eblen felf that he had to look out for Gddel, and spent quite a
lot of time talking with him. And then, he thought that he might perhaps
get Einstein to take over part of this responsibility. And that seetaed to go
50 extrermely well that Veblen retmoved himself, essentially, from the
picture.

Einstein atid Gidel remained very close. Thev tended to come
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tor the Institute together, and leave the Institute together, very often. Of
courze, Gddel’s ittherest in the theory of relativity nndoubtedly goes back to
thiz association with Einstein. [Line 420, side 2 copytape ] 1 don't think he
had any interest in physics before that. I know hie had some philosophicat
iitterests, but I think the specific interest in the theotry of refativity, in
which he did write some papers and creats some results of significance,
that goes back to that association.

It was clear that, I believe, Hermann Wevy! and Siegel certainly,
after Veblen had retired, they did niot want to have Gédel as g faculty
member. 5o it was only later, after Siegel was out of the pisture and
Hermann Weyl was retired, this was, I think, ititiated by von Neumann, It
was then Gddel hecamne a full faculty member.

Of course, he was rather peeuliar inn many ways. He was, 1
would sav, from some points of view, rather difficult to handle at school
meetings. He tended to reason, inn a sense, probably itnpeccably logically,
bul his prefuises wetre usually rather different than those of other people.

Lyt [ see. Could you give me an example?

Selberg Well, #veti hiis use of the language was often very
strange. I remember once [ talked with him at & school meeting, he
described someotie as "excellent.” It turned out, when 1 questioned him,
that for hitn “excellent” did not mean at all as tuch as, say, "very good!”

LAEF I seel

S That's, of course, very contrary to the
interpretation that most people give. Because "very good” is fine, hut
"excellenit” would for most people seem Lo mean about the same as
"exiremmely good.”

fhayitnn Tes, it would seetn to be excelling over, say, "very
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good,” that's right.

Sl So evety in assessing the various shadings of
language, vou often wondered what he meant by his -- [Line 510, end of
side 2 copytape. Beginting of side 3]

NEdoedery 2o wiith Godel, vou often wondered what he tneant
by some of his statements.

Sedlarg Yag, it was a problem.

He had another idiosyncrasy, and this was that it was very hard
for him to end a conversationn. I was the executive officer of the school for
a number of years, and -- I have to go into some of the cotflicts that we
hiad. This was after the first Miltor affair, if I may call it that. {4 good
account of this conflict is given by Armand Borel in his articls in & Centuty
of Mathetnatics in Amerca: Part 111]

LARF S Yes, all right.

Sedberg This led to rather high disagreetaents and high
terapers within the faculty. After that, [ deemed that if was betber if the
gehiool meetings of mathematics would take place without the presence of
Oppenheitner. Eatlier, Oppenheimer had been sitting in on the school
tmeetings. They were actually held in his office.

I thought thiz was something -- it was better if the school did
not take a vote on it, that it was just the persotial responsibility of the one
who was attanging the meetings. So I sent Oppenheimer a note to this
effect, that [ would call, from now on, the meetings in my office, and that [
would appreciate it if he would not try to attend, but that T would keep
hitn infortned of the agenda in advance atd cotme to him with the minutes
after the meetings and go over the ilems, and keep him informed in that

way. bul I thought, under the circumstancss, it was bether to avoid the
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friction that I considered inevitable if he was there,

He agreed to try this. So we began to tnest in mv office. Godel
did come to the first meetings, but then he raised objections. Essentially,
the background is the following: for Godel it was essentially 5o that all
authority cotnes from God.

LTt [ seel

Swlbare 50 that meant -- yes. Surely, I have always
thought that if Godel had remained in Avstria he would probably, although
he might personally have reservations, he would probably have accepted
the Nazi authotities as also representing God.

LT Food thing he left.

Sl Tes, he did leave. 1 think part of the reason that
he loft was that e didn't feel he had any position. Astually, there is
something aboul this in the obituary that Kreisel wrote for Gédsl in -- the
Foyal Society in England publishes obituaries of metnbers. Ereizel had a
rather close association with Gddel over many vears, and also Kreisel is
frotn Austria. George Kreizel. He wrote about this.

Tou ses. apparently Gédel had had some difficulties in Anstria,
because sotre people thought he was Jewish, -- which he was not.
according to Ereisel, he considered this to be typical Austrian Solfamparss,
as he called it, and actually was supposed to have said that the Germans
will frever make such mistakes.

Lrayife Godel was supposed to have said that?

Salbarg Yes, that it was typical Austrian Sebfamoens,
meaning that Austrians are not as efficient and exact ag the Gertmats]
Which might well be true, for all 1 kfiow!

As Tar as | know, it wag 5o that he ended up without a proper
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position. It was, I think, for this reason, that he was passed over. This was
the reasot: that he -- you may look up this obitnary,

fepine Iwill ook it up. It's it the proceedings of the
Roval Society?

Sl Tes, | think they publish some separate volutnes
with obituaries.

ey All right.

Swlbere 30 Gdel withdrew from the meetings and said that
he could niot take part in our school meetings because they were then
without the director. Well, T thought we could try to fnanage & way around
that, by the following scheme: 1 would habituaily consuit Gédet about the
applicants that were in the areas that he was interested in -- foundations,
and logis, and so on. 1 would then find his opinion about thetn, and I would
vast his vote for him, and 1 promised that [ woutd also add my own.

It dide't work that way, because it was very hard to get an
opiniott out of him. Also, he tended to take those applications that he was
interested in and sit on thetn for & long titae, so that [ really had to try to
badger hitn a bit to get thetn back so that otter people could also see these
applications.

Doyt Tes. {Line 100, side 3 copytape ]

Swlbere #s 1 say, I wanted then to have a list of his
preferences, but he apparently had great difficulties making up his mind. I
often had photie conversations with hitn, very often that were initiated by
him, he was complaining about something, and the problemm was that ke
Aidin 't know how to end them.

I felt that if he initiated them, really it was hie who should end

them also. He would go over the same thing, agait and again, and [ woutd
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angwrer the best [ eonld. He would repeat -- and finally 1 had always to
find sotne excuse. 1t was the only way [ could get out of it

Loyt Did you know his wife at alf?

Sptberg I didn't really know hetr. 1 knew het, of course,
because [ had seen her, but I had not really tallked with her.

LAeptge Deane [Motitgomery] said he used to sit next to her
at Oppettheitner's parties.

Swdflnaty Al ka. That may well be. [ don't think I ever sat
next o her at atty party. I dot't know, but this may indicate that Deane
was 1ot particularly in Oppenheimer's favor!

Lrewitpe I seel

hesy Actually, 1 did see her from time to titne. The
Institute used to have a spring danes, as it was catled in the Oppenheitmers’
time, and Mrs. Gddel was very fond of dancing. He did not dance. They
usually were there, undoubtedly at her tequest. 1 am sure he had no
interest in coming. 1 helieve that she had been sotne kind of entertainer
before they married -- she may possibly have been a datcer.

Lepitns [ think she was at1 actress.

Sefbarg Well, maybe at actress. Some type of entertainer.
I think probably Kreisel would have that information also. It's probably
thete. I don't retnetnbert what it was.

B he Well, I want to thatk you very much. {Line 150,
side 3 copytape -- recorder switchoed off briefly, thet on again ]

Sanfberg He was Atrerican.

Lhovine Maordell was Atmerican? 1 thought he was
European.

Sl Whett he wag siztesn years old, e traveled on his
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own to Cambridge to take part in the tripos, these examinations -- and got
& schiolarship!

LAEFtE I see.

Sudberg [t's rather an astounding story. Actually, I heard
that from hitn. That a boy that age would have the audacity to do this on
his owm -- e must have had great confidenice in his own abilities as well.
Fortunately for him, it was justified!

Dol Yes!

Sefbwy It would be othetwise very dangerous, and I think
for most people it would have been & rather disastrous thing to atternpt
sotnething like that. Butit shows a kind of -- [ couldn't have imagined that
I would have done something similar at that age, although I had when [
was sixteen started with mathematics,

LReptre Iwotrdet -- was there sotnebody special at
Cambridge he wanted to work with?

Sl Ldon't think so. I don't know why his would go to
England, first of all. But there may not have beetr tuch in the way of
fellowships available in the United States at that time. Because this rmust
have been compatatively early during the century, certainly before the
First World War,

LReyfpe That would make it more understandable, then,
hecause I'm told there wasn't that much real mathematics here then.

Selbare Well, Veblen had already started something at
Princetoty, at that stage. And surely George Birkhoff was active
sommewhere, I don't know where he was at that time.

LApin George Birkhoff was at Princeton for & whils —-

Sinterg He was also at Princeton. Princeton: was really the
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trest place already then. [Line 198, side 3 copylape -- etrd of second

interview with Atle Selberg ]
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