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TWO LECTURES ON
NUMBER THEORY, PAST AND PRESENT

by André Weil

To honor the memory of the late Professor Joseph Fels Ritt, his widow

donated sorne funds to endow the Ritt Lecture Séries, to be held at Colwnbia

University on the initiative of its Department of Mathematics. The foliowing

two lectures, given there in March 1972, were part of this séries. As the

reader will see, they were "talks" rather than formai lectures, and no attempt
has been made to modify their somewhat rambling couversational style ; they

are reproduced hère, with very little editing, from the transcript of a tape
recording; only in the second lecture hâve a few additions been made, since

its content had to be curtailed for lack of time. Thanks are due to Professor
H. Clemens and his colleagues ofthe Department ofMathematics at Columbia

University for organizing thèse lectures, taking them on tape and providing

for their transcript.

First Lecture

I hope that seeing the title you were at once convinced that such a topic
could not be covered in two lectures. Perhaps, with optimism, one could

attempt to give a bird's eye view of it in two courses of lectures of one year
each. So my title should not deceive anyone, because it should immediately
be clear that no one could do it justice. The main thesis will be the continuity
of number theory for the last three hundred years and the fact that what we

are doing now is in direct continuation of what has been done by the greatest
number-theorists since Fermât started it ail in the seventeenth century.

Those were comfortable times for m'athematicians, particularly for
number-theorists because they were facing so little compétition. In differ
entialand intégral calculus, even in the days of Fermât, this was not so, and
mathematicians were troubled by some of the things which plague many of
our contemporaries; e.g. priorities. It is interesting to notice, however, that
in number-theory Fermât was essentially quite alone for the whole of the
seventeenth century, and so was Euler for most of the following century,
















































