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Abstract

During the several decades of the USSR’s existence, Soviet mathematicians produced, at intervals, a number of volumes of
survey articles which provide us with a series of ‘snapshots’ of Soviet mathematics down the years. In this paper, I introduce these
volumes as a resource for historians of Soviet mathematics, and consider the picture they paint of the development of abstract
algebra in the USSR, paying particular attention to the aspects in which these surveys differ from later, retrospective accounts of
Soviet algebra.
© 2014 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Pesrome

B reuenue meckonnkux mecaruierun cymecrsopanusa CCCP coBeTckme MaTeMaTUKN C ONpeNeeHHLIMUA UHTED-
BAJIAMU BLILYCTUIN HECKOJILKO TOMOB 0030POB, KOTOPLIE JAJU IEIYI0 CEPUI0 “MTHOBEHHLIX CHUMKOB’ COBETCKOU
MaTeMaTuKU 3a Ipomenamue roael. Hacrtosamasn ctaTea UMeeT esblo BBEACHNE TUX M3aHUN B HAYYHBIL 000POT B
KAuYeCTBEe UCTOYHUKOB IO UCTOPUU COBETCKOM MaTEMATUKU. B HEW Takike UCCIeqyeTCsa CO3MaBaeMas UMU KAPTUHA
passutus abcrpakraon aaredbpot B CCCP. Ocoboe BHMMaHME 0OpaIaeTcs Ha OTJINYUA STUX 0030POB OT IOCJIE-
AYIOIUX PETPOCIEKTUBHLIX OTUYETOB O COBETCKOU ajrebpe.
© 2014 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

In 1962, an anonymous Western author penned a general appraisal of Soviet mathematics for a volume
entitled Recent Soviet contributions to mathematics (LaSalle and Lefschetz, 1962). The author of this short
article considered that

[a]lgebra is a strong point in Soviet mathematics, and they make a steady and relentless push towards a
deeper understanding of it.
[Anon, 1962, p. 5]

A further contribution to the same volume (Good, 1962) focused specifically upon recent advances in Soviet
algebra. In this latter article, we find a great range of Soviet algebra surveyed, covering an array of topics
within the wider theories of groups, semigroups, algebras, rings and fields. All areas of ‘modern algebra’
appear to be represented. Indeed, Soviet algebra occupied a world-leading position at this time, thanks
to the work of such famous mathematicians as P.S. Aleksandrov (1896-1982), B.N. Delone (1890-1980),
D.K. Faddeev (1907-1989), A.N. Kolmogorov (1903-1987) and A.G. Kurosh (1908-1971), amongst many
others.

As is well documented (see, for example, Corry, 1996), the field of study to which mathematicians ap-
plied the name ‘algebra’ underwent a gradual change over the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. In place of the traditional ‘algebra’ that had concerned itself largely with the solution of polyno-
mial equations, and which may be said to have reached a comprehensive state in the work of Evariste Galois
(1811-1832), there emerged the discipline of ‘modern algebra’: a much more abstract and ‘structural’ sub-
ject, based around such notions as groups, rings, integral domains, and fields, etc. In its latter, definitive
stages, this transformation was driven to a large extent by the work of Emmy Noether (1882—-1935) and her
school.

As with any such sea change, this new conception of algebra was not adopted in all places at once,
and only gradually became the dominant algebraic point of view. Given the later pre-eminence of Soviet
algebraists, which, as the above quotation demonstrates, was acknowledged even in the West, this raises
the question of the rate at which the new view of algebra was taken up in the USSR.

One of the earliest Russian accounts of the progress of the changing notion of algebra appears in
B.V. Gnedenko’s 1946 Essays on the history of mathematics in Russia (Ouepxu mo ucmopuu mame-
mamuxu 6 Poccuu), where we find the following general statements:

Already at the start of the twenties O.Yu. Schmidt, a student of [the Kiev-based mathematician] D.A. Grave,
began to cultivate in Moscow work in the domain of the theory of groups. Gradually, the algebraic interests
of the participants of the seminar organised by Schmidt grew and encompassed more and more widely all
branches of modern algebra. A considerable role in the familiarisation of Moscow mathematicians with the
ideas of modern algebra was played by a visit to Moscow in 1928/1929 by one of the creators of modern
abstract algebra, the professor of Gottingen University, Emmy Noether (1882—-1935). As a result, there
now operates in Moscow a very strong and many-membered algebraic school, led by O.Yu. Schmidt, and
incorporating within it such major mathematicians as A.G. Kurosh [1908-1971], A.L. Maltsev [1909-1967],
and others. The ideas of modern algebra have penetrated deeply into other areas of mathematics — topology
(P.S. Aleksandrov, L.S. Pontryagin), functional analysis (I.M. Gelfand) and mathematical analysis proper
(L.G. Petrovskii).?

! For an assessment of the place of Soviet contributions within twentieth-century mathematics more generally, see Dalmedico

(1997, pp. 661-663).
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