
Marius Sophus Lie (1842–1899)

“I think that a mathematician is well suited to be in prison.”
–Sophus Lie

It was mid-August of 1870 . The day was one of those restless days of the first month of the Franco-Prussian
war when people were distrustful. The French police arrested a suspicious-looking young man who was wandering
in lonely places in the forest of Fontainebleau (near Paris) stopping now and then to make notes and drawings in his
notebook. “He was of tall stature and had the classic Nordic appearance. A full blond beard framed his face and his
grey-blue eyes sparkled behind his eyeglasses. He gave the impression of unusual physical strength” (E. Cartan). The
police searched him and found a map, letters in German and papers full of mysterious formulas, complexes, diagrams
and names. He was suspected of being a German spy and imprisoned.

The arrested man was Sophus Lie, a young Norwegian mathematician, visiting the mathematical capitals of
Europe. He had received a travel grant from the University of Christiania for his first mathematical paper (1869).

Sophus Lie had to stay in prison in Fontainebleau for 4 weeks before his French colleague Gaston Darboux learned
about the incident and arrived on behalf of the Academy of Sciences with a release order signed by the Minister of
Home Affairs.

Lie himself had taken things truly philosophically and made good use of his time in prison. For, as he recounted
later, in these forced leisure days he had plenty of peace and quiet to concentrate on his problems and advance them
essentially. In a letter to his Norwegian friend Ernst Motzfeldt written directly after the release, Sophus Lie remarked:
“I think that a mathematician is well suited to be in prison.”

[Prologue from “Elementary Lie Group Analysis and Ordinary Differential Equations” by Nail H. Ibragimov]
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