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The middle of the twentieth century witnessed some of the most extraordinary
upheavals experienced by the world in its history. Štefan Schwarz had a front-
row seat to it all. Sometimes that front-row seat was hardly the best seat. In particular,
he witnessed the Holocaust from an all too close front row seat as a survivor of two
of Nazi Germany’s most notorious concentration camps where no more than one in
two managed to survive. He was able to survive and advance through the dark post-
war period of Soviet hegemony in Czechoslovakia. In the 1960s, Bratislava, where
Schwarz lived and worked, sat at the gates of the Iron Curtain. As President of the
Slovak Academy of Sciences and Vice President of the Czechoslovakian Academy
of Sciences, Schwarz was more-or-less a Gate-Keeper for East-West scientific com-
munication flow in mathematics—particularly for that in semigroup theory: indeed,
he had a front-row seat. His efforts may have been facilitated by taking advantage of
connections with Alexander Dubček, whose political career had Slovakian roots.

It was in the short period fromSpring, 1967 through Spring, 1968 that hemadewhat
is, perhaps, his greatest andmost enduring contribution to themathematics community:
his planning and organization of the First International Symposium on Semigroups
in June of 1968 and its enduring legacy, Semigroup Forum. Just 2months later, the
invasion of Czechoslovakia by the Soviet Union and its allies ended the Prague Spring
and the reign of his friend, Dubček. Schwarz was able to survive the aftermath of
that invasion, though apparently not without some costs, which I will discuss later.

In the 1966 International Congress of Mathematicians, held in Moscow during
August of that year, Schwarz met with Alfred H. Clifford from Tulane Univer-
sity in the United States, and Jevgenij S. Ljapin from A. I. Herzen Leningrad State
Teacher Training College in the Soviet Union. It was then that the idea for the interna-
tional symposium was first broached and discussed. While I cannot say with certainty

Communicated by Jimmie D. Lawson.

Paul S. Mostert—Emeritus Professor at the University of Kansas.

B Paul S. Mostert
psmostert@ku.edu

1 690 Mason Headley Rd., #324, Lexington, KY 40504, USA

123

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s00233-019-10058-5&domain=pdf


A front row seat: Štefan Schwarz and the Smolenice meeting 17

which of the three first uttered the words that brought the idea into their discussions,
there is no question but that Schwarz had a front-row seat in both the initiation
of the idea and the execution of the plan for the First International Symposium on
Semigroups.

In the early 1960s efforts among mathematicians were being made to encourage
more contact across the Iron Curtain. Governments from both sides were, though
cautious, more amenable. My records show that we had visitors to the Mathematics
Department at Tulane University from East-bloc countries Poland, Czechoslovakia,
and Hungary at least by 1964, some costs for which were supported in part by the U.S.
Office of Naval Research.

Nevertheless prior to the 1966 World Congress of Mathematics in Moscow, there
had been depressingly little intercourse between the eastern-bloc mathematicians and
those in the western bloc. Mathematicians in the Soviet Union were required to write
their papers and present their lectures in the Russian language. (This perhaps does not
seem quite so severe, when one remembers that English was not the widely accepted
language for scientific writing and presentation that it is today.) With few exceptions,
western mathematicians were illiterate in the language (Clifford being one of the
exceptions) and of those who were not, few, including Clifford, had the facility to
be able to follow a lecture in the language. These restrictions were slightly relaxed
at the 1966 World Congress to allow summaries in another language to be made by
Soviet mathematicians.

The 1968 First International Symposium on Semigroups at Smolenice was one of a
very few efforts in the sixties that brought together the leading experts worldwide in a
single subject, including those from the USSR, for intimate discussions of the status of
the subject and its needs for the future to benefit all those working in the subject area,
regardless of the accident of their birth on one or the other side of the Iron Curtain.
The Symposium was a singular and bold undertaking masterfully accomplished. It
was primarily the work of one Štefan Schwarz.

Karl H. Hofmann and I first met Schwarz in 1961 during a motor trip through
Czechoslovakia. Early in March of 1967, after we had sent him a copy of our 1966
book, Elements of Compact Semigroups [4], we received a hand-written letter from
him in which he mentioned his discussions with Clifford and Ljapin the previous
year and his efforts to organize the meeting that the three had discussed at the 1966
International Congress.

Then in April, he again wrote to Hofmann and me jointly and to Clifford sepa-
rately inviting the three of us to the proposed meeting and to present one-hour lectures
there. He also asked for suggestions for others to invite and to give one-hour lectures
as well as the themes to emphasize. We responded with a joint letter from the three
of us giving a number of suggestions and a list of 31 people active in the algebraic
area and 19 in the topological area of semigroups who might be invited to participate.
A little over half of those suggested actually were able to attend the Symposium the
following year.

Plans called for several 1-h (actually, 50-min) lectures and a larger number of 30-
min lectures. Abstracts of lectures and any number of Short Communications were to
be sent in time to be distributed to the attendees viamimeographed copy. By the time of
the actual meetings, the longer lectures had been reduced to 45min. The speakers were
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A.H. Clifford, P. Dubreil, K.H. Hofmann & P.S. Mostert, E.S. Ljapin,

W.D. Munn, L. Rédei, V.V. Wagner andŠ. Schwarz. J. Rhodeswas originally
scheduled to give a 45-min lecture, but was unable to attend.

Thirty-minute lectureswere presented byK. Culík, L. M. Gluskin, P. Goral-

cík & J. Sichler, H.J. Hoehnke, J.M. Howie, G. Lallement, B.M. Schein,

L. Schmetterer, L.N. Shevrin, and L.B. Shneperman, while T. Tamura. E.A.
Behrens and M.M. Lesokhin were scheduled to give 30-min lectures, but were
unable to attend as planned. Schein actually delivered a longer address at the request
of Schwarz. Besides this, the program also included 24 communications which were
not delivered as talks. The authors of these communications were: J. Calais, A.H.

Clifford and J. Dénes, M. Dubreil- Jacotin, I. Fabrici, Z. Hedrlín, Kh.

Inasaridze, K. Keimel, S. Lajos, L. Lesieur, H. Lugowski, A. A. Markov,

D. Miller, M. Nivat, A. Paalman- de Miranda, M. Petrich, Gy. Pollák

and L. Megyesi, B. Pondelícek, V.N. Salij, O. Steinfeld, G. Szász, R.

Šulka, E.G. Šutov, T. Tamura, G. Thierrin. Unfortunately, Schwarz was
unable to write the expected report of the Symposium or to publish the manuscripts he
received in the Slovak Academy of SciencesMatematický Časopis as he had intended.
Twoshort reports about themeetingwere published, one inSlovakbyBosák inMatem-
atický Casopis [1] and the other in Russian by Ljapin and Shevrin in Uspekhi Mat.
Nauk [2]. Neither of these was able to give an accurate list of the attendees or, indeed,
of the lectures actually presented or even a dependably accurate number of those who
actually attended. Each tried to give the number of attendees according to nationality,
but failed to agree with one another and with the facts. National identity, where unsure
bymembers of theOrganizingCommittee, appeared to be basedmore on the country of
residence at the time of last communication with the Organizing Committee for many
of the attendees. The fact that the citizenship of a number of attendees was misidenti-
fied is testimony to the degree of international exchange of mathematicians already in
progress at the time. The fact that Schwarz neither published a report nor managed
to publish the submitted manuscripts as he had intended is certainly not characteristic
of him and would appear to be a likely consequence of the invasion of Czechoslovakia
by the Soviet Union and its allies just two months after the Symposium was over.

A conference group picture of 49 of the attendees has survived. That picture was
printed in the report of the meeting by Bosák and it appeared in Semigroup Forum
in a later article article by Hofmann [3]. I have, with a great deal of help from semi-
groupers everywhere, been able to identify all of those in the picture, as well as ten
who attended but were not in the picture. These were József Dénes, Hungary,Karel
Drbohlav, Czechoslovakia,Hans Jürgen Hoehnke and two of his Ph.D. students
Heinrich Seidel and Wolfgang Wechler, German Democratic Republic, Sán-
dor Lajos, Hungary, Herbert Lugowski, German Democratic Republic, István
Peák, Hungary,Milan Sekanina, Czechoslovakia, andOttó Steinfeld, Hungary.
The names have never previously been published. Those in the picture are identified
on the last page of this essay.

Many from the world-wide semigroup community contributed to this historical
project, for which we should all be grateful. But for Lev Shevrin, it probably could
not have been accomplished. He identified most of the attendees and supplied other
photos he had received from A.H. Clifford as proof of attendance of some of those
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not appearing in the group photo. Further, Štefan Porubský was a major source of
information. It was he who was given access to Schwarz’s files and who graciously
shared much information with me. Jirí Sichler was very helpful in identifying a
number of attendees and translated the Bosák report for me. Contributions also came
from Pavel Brunovský, Goralcík, Hofmann, Anna (Schwarz) Hrabovská

(Schwarz’s daughter), Keimel, Márki, and Petrich.

Salij
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