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About this book

Alexander Grothendieck is one of the most important mathematicians of the twentieth century; in particular, he revolutionized the subject of algebraic geometry. His life contains unique drama. Within the project of this biography in four parts, the first volume deals with his parents and describes his origins, youth, education and student years. His father, Alexander Schapiro (1890-1942) was a Russian-Jewish anarchist who was already involved in revolts against the Tsarist regime by the age of fifteen, was involved in the Russian Revolution during the First World War, and took part in the Spanish Civil War, before losing his life in Auschwitz. He earned his living as a street photographer. Grothendieck’s mother, Hanka Grothendieck (1900-1957) broke away from bourgeois life as a young woman and worked temporarily as an actress, as a journalist, and a writer. Grothendieck himself spent his earliest years with his parents in Berlin, and then lived with a foster family in Hamburg. In France he was interned in various camps, but in 1942 he was able to start attending a high school, the Collège cévenol in Le Chambon-sur-Lignon, where he passed his baccalaureate. In 1945 he began to study mathematics in Montpellier, and then continued in Paris and in Nancy, where he began his meteoric ascent.

The author is a mathematician, professor emeritus at the University of Münster. He has been working on Grothendieck’s biography for some years. Besides several textbooks and numerous scientific articles he has also published two novels.
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Foreword to the First Edition 2007

Every mathematician who is at all familiar with the mathematics of the twentieth century knows the name of Alexander Grothendieck. However, it is absolutely certain that most non-mathematicians, including educated people and intellectuals, have never heard this name.

Who, then, is Grothendieck? He is one of the most important and influential mathematicians of the second half of the twentieth century. His field was theoretical mathematics. In a central area of modern mathematics, algebraic geometry, he discovered entirely new fundamental principles. He thus created the possibility for unforeseen progress. A whole new generation of mathematicians, some of them better known to the public than Grothendieck himself, have built their work on this basis. Their work (for instance that of Andrew Wiles on the problem of Fermat’s Last Theorem) would literally have been inconceivable without Grothendieck’s preliminary achievements. In terms of scientific impact (not fame), Grothendieck’s name can be mentioned along with those of the most distinguished scientists of the twentieth century, physicists such as Bohr or Heisenberg, biologists such as Watson or Lorenz, philosophers such as Wittgenstein or Popper.

It would certainly be subjective and rather meaningless to state that Grothendieck was the most significant mathematician of the twentieth century. But undeniably he has influenced the mathematics of the second half of this century as few if any have done. The most important scientific award in mathematics is the Fields Medal, which is awarded to between two and four mathematicians every four years. Grothendieck received the medal in 1966, and many of the later prize-winners did research based directly on his work, or were strongly influenced by it. Hardly any other mathematician of this period developed a comparable activity.

But that is not all. Even if numbers and facts do not suffice to express and demonstrate it, the genius and personality of Grothendieck is both special and unique. One of his oldest friends, Paulo Ribenboim, relates how even as a student in Nancy something “mystical” and mysterious surrounded Grothendieck. And I can remember exactly how, as young students in Bonn, just beginning our studies, we were told with a kind of awe that Grothendieck was coming to a symposium. (People like Milnor, Atiyah or Smale were also mentioned, but they were, so to speak, just normal geniuses.)

The part of a biographical account of Alexander Grothendieck presented in this book originated in a much more modest project. I had read the autobiographical novel Eine Frau by Grothendieck’s mother Hanka, and I wanted to shed light on the biographical, historical and literary background of this book. This inevitably and rapidly led me to occupy myself with Grothendieck’s life, especially his youth. I quickly realized that the newspaper articles, books and information scattered across the internet contained numerous uncertainties, contradictions, and even errors. My next step was to clear up these inconsistencies as much as possible. I therefore interviewed witnesses from that time, and attempted to find relevant written documents such as letters, photographs and personal records.

Even during a superficial investigation of Grothendieck’s story, one encounters other human destinies that are so adventurous and so unique that only life itself could have invented them. Everything that I read and learned increasingly fascinated me, and without my having originally intended it, the many smaller projects I had begun grew into a biographical account of Grothendieck himself, and of the people who were close to him.

Any biography about Grothendieck would consist naturally of four parts, each dealing with about one-fourth of his life. The first part would deal with his childhood and youth, his parents and ancestors, his half-sister and half-brother, his foster parents, and all those who contributed to making it possible for him to become one of the most important mathematicians of all time. In this sense it would be concerned less with him than with his origins and the people who influenced him. The second part would cover the time when he was an active mathematician, a time when with unprecedented energy he fundamentally altered the general picture of large sections of theoretical mathematics. The third part would have to describe his withdrawal from the world of science and the scientific community, his meditation, and there would have to be an attempt to explain this unparalleled and mysterious behavior. The fourth part would describe his life after his disappearance in 1991. The present book is a contribution to the first part of such a biography.

I was aware from the start that a biography of Grothendieck is problematic, and raising questions which are difficult to answer. For over sixteen years Grothendieck has chosen to live in reclusion, keeping almost no contact with other people. He has completely broken off any relationship with his own family, with children, grandchildren, friends and acquaintances, former colleagues and students. Under these circumstances can it be permitted to collect and circulate biographical material? Certainly, one may write a little about the importance of a contemporary personality, such as a newspaper article or a short biography for a commemoration. But where does the boundary lie? How far and how deep may one dig?

And what of the biography of his parents? Both died many decades ago. Few people still remember them personally, and the little remaining amount of biographical material is difficult to locate. Grothendieck himself, it seems, deliberately destroyed the correspondence of his parents and many other similar documents, as if he wished to relegate their lives to utter oblivion. Does such a thing as a “spiritual” sleep of death exist? How, and in how much detail can and should one portray their lives?

I am not even close to giving a complete and satisfying answer to these questions, but I have come to some partial conclusions.

As indicated before, all sorts of false or inaccurate information is in circulation concerning Grothendieck’s life, particularly his origins and his youth, but also the years of his withdrawal from mathematics. These range from trivial errors such as dates and places of residence, to serious mistakes. I consider one of my tasks that of clearing up and correcting these errors and contradictions.

I have also formed a clear opinion regarding Grothendieck’s parents. The life’s goal of his mother was to become a writer. She hoped at one time for her work to be published. Outside circumstances of her capricious and unhappy life prevented it. However, she left behind her a long autobiographical novel. Personally I consider large parts of it to be of literary value and furthermore a highly interesting historical document. I consider one of my tasks therefore, at the least, to record that such a work exists, to give an idea of its contents and style, and to state that behind this work lay a life of drama and tragedy.

Grothendieck’s father has almost completely disappeared into the obscure depths of history. But what we still know and can discover about him (and what we may perhaps add in imagination) is so unusual and adventurous that it is impossible not to write down and document everything that can still be found. His was a personal destiny as eventful and turbulent as the wildest author’s fantasy could imagine. At the same time it mirrors a dramatic part of Europe’s history: the revolts against the Tsarist regime in Russia, the anarchist movement in Russia and Spain, the ousting of eastern European intellectuals, the fate of the Jews of Eastern Europe, intellectual life during the twenties in Berlin and Paris, the collapse of France in the Second World War, concentration and internment camps, and finally Auschwitz and the Holocaust.

Grothendieck’s own life is only too similar. The mere fact that he as a child survived the Second World War is anything but obvious. Considering his incomplete and irregular schooling and university education, his ascent over the shortest period of time to become one of the most eminent mathematicians of his generation, already as a mere beginner reaching farther than leading worldwide experts in their own fields, is simply impossible to explain. And his sudden withdrawal from the world of science into freely chosen isolation is without precedent in the entire history of science. His significance as a scientist makes him a figure of “public interest”, but first and foremost he is a person who has approached the boundaries of human experience, intellectually and existentially, as well as spiritually and morally, as few have ever done.

The life and the destiny of Alexander Grothendieck belong not only to him but also to society as whole. (That is the destiny of all truly exceptional people.)

I am of course aware that there are many people – relatives, friends, former colleagues and students – who know Grothendieck, as a person and as a scientist, incomparably better than I do. Many of them could write his biography more easily and more aptly than I; in particular, they would be able to portray his personality more clearly from a personal perspective. But perhaps observation and description from a distance has its own advantages, and in any case, this first volume is essentially a depiction of the world in which Grothendieck grew up. Whatever the answer, it is clear that this account is aimed at those who knew Grothendieck only briefly, or only as a mathematician, or not at all. I must ask the others to be lenient with me.

I owe a great number of people thanks for information, help and support. I will mention them in the afterword. The most important written sources on which this book is based and which are frequently quoted, are Hanka Grothendieck’s unpublished autobiographical novel Eine Frau (quoted as EF) and Grothendieck’s unpublished meditations Récoltes et Semailles (ReS), La Clef des Songes (CS) and Notes pour la Clef des Songes (NCS).



	Winfried Scharlau
	September 2007




Foreword to the English Edition

Immediately after the publication of the first German edition in 2007, new facts about Grothendieck’s parents and his early life came to light. The author is particularly grateful to Marianne Enckell for significant information related to the anarchist scene between the two world wars and to Rudy Appel and Nelly Hewett Trocmé for significant contributions about the years in Le Chambon. This new information has been partially incorporated into the second German edition (2008) and appears here in the English edition.

The author is most grateful to his colleague Leila Schneps for her contribution to making this translation possible and to Melissa Schneps for her translation. The author thanks an anonymous donor for helping with the English translation.



	Winfried Scharlau
	June 2010




Prologue: The Bronze Bust

Paris 1949. Rue des Fontaines du Temple is a short, narrow street in the third arrondissement of the city, the Marais. Here are located the atelier and shop of Jacques and Laila R., makers of fur jackets and coats for women. They survived the horrors of the war in small villages in the countryside (although many of their relatives were deported to Birkenau and Auschwitz). For a few years now they have been living in Paris, the city that was spared destruction. They have opened up their business again. The wounds and scars are invisible.

One day a young man, not much older than twenty, appears in the shop, a stranger. He is poorly dressed, he looks like a peasant, he is a foreigner, and one feels immediately that he will be a foreigner everywhere and always. He could be of Jewish origin, as they are, but his hands and his shoes are those of a peasant from the South, a man from the countryside. In remarkably perfect French (although one notices that he was not born in France) he makes his request, an unusual request, and one cannot help feeling that all his requests will always be unusual ones.

He has heard that R. owns a bronze bust, which the sculptor Aron Brzezinski, probably a relative, made of his father more than twenty-five years ago, here in Paris. He would like to buy this bust.

Jacques R. remembers: Brzezinski was not a relative, but a friend of the family. In 1940, before the Jews of France were deported, he died – of tuberculosis, but more probably of poverty, and most of all, of despair. He lived in a miserable room and his atelier was an empty plumber’s workshop. During the war, when he received no commissions and could no longer sell anything, it became impossible for him to pay even the modest rent for this dark, filthy dungeon. He had known better times as a student of Boucher, the renowned professor at the Art Academy. Because he had not paid his rent for so long, the landlord would not release any of his possessions when upon his death R. appeared to secure his estate. With difficulty he was able to persuade the landlord to let him take two bronze busts, although he was obliged to pay even for them. He could still remember how many artworks and paintings were standing in the corners and against the walls in the plumbing workshop. Whatever became of them all?

Yes, it is true: there are two bronze busts upstairs in the apartment on the fourth floor, and one of them bears an odd inscription “Sasha-Piotr.” It could portray the father of the young stranger; the similarity is striking. But how could the stranger have found out that he was the owner of the bust? At the end of Brzezinski’s life only solitude was left to him; he was so poor that he could barely have bought stamps for a letter. He had no friends, no one that would remember him now, and the R.’s themselves had been hiding in the countryside. How could the stranger have succeeded in following the trail?

Jacques R. does not respond to the stranger’s wishes, but he does admit that he owns two of the sculptor’s works, which he would like to keep in memory of the artist. Nevertheless, he will discuss it with his wife. R. is a businessman, and at a glance he can see that the stranger probably doesn’t have a franc in his pockets, but he also knows that such clients are often the most reliable. Monsieur R. goes to speak with Madame, who is working in the workshop behind the store, but as he comes back through the door he shakes his head. The stranger says good-bye and leaves, without any discussion of a price. Should he have said that he possesses nothing of his father except an oil painting, painted by a fellow prisoner in the Le Vernet camp, shortly before all Jews in the camp were deported?

Jacques and Laila R. both remember this event, although they never spoke of it again. For decades the bronze bust stands on a closet in their apartment, wrapped in a towel and ignored. Sometimes they ask themselves who the unknown stranger could have been.
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1. Novozybkov 1890

The first chapters of this book deal with the biography of Grothendieck’s father. One would wish to begin with a clear, straightforward and informative sentence such as: Alexander Schapiro was born on August 6, 1890 in the small Ukrainian town of Novozybkov, descendant of a Jewish family.

However, already at this very first sentence the author must hesitate. From the start, one is assailed by doubt and incertitude. His first name was Alexander, but for his whole life all his friends, acquaintances and relatives called him Sascha (therefore in this book he will always be referred to as Sascha). There is no documentary proof that his family name was Schapiro. That has been passed on by word of mouth, and there is no written evidence to prove it. The only certainty is that since about 1921, Sascha lived with forged papers under the name of Tanaroff, not a Jewish one.

Perhaps it is not important to know his exact date of birth, unless one wishes to indulge in astrological speculations, as did his son, who sees a special significance in the fact that August 6th is the day the atomic bomb exploded over Hiroshima.1 But is it even the August 6th that we know? In Russia at that time the Julian calendar was in use. No one will have made the effort to calculate the date using the Gregorian calendar. In the forged papers mentioned earlier and in other documents based on these, a different date is used. But even here an error has crept in: Sometimes we read October 11, 1889, and other times November 10, 1889.2 It is said that the name in Sascha’s personal documents was altered “as well as could be done.” That would imply that one of the last two dates is the correct one.

Novozybkov - that is correct: Sascha’s parents lived there, and he was born there. A Jewish family? Yes, Sascha himself said that he came from a religious, Hassidic family. One of his grandfathers was even a rabbi.3 But “family” – one can only be puzzled. A family in the shtetl would boast of many children. There would be relatives, uncles, aunts, nieces and nephews. However, not once can one find any reference to siblings or other relatives of Sascha. He seems to have been an only child, and at fourteen he abandoned his parents’ house forever. There was no further mention of “family”.

What do we know of Sascha’s parents? Practically nothing! It can be summarized in a few sentences. In 1930 Sascha had to submit a declaration of his origins to the authorities in Berlin.4 In reference to his father the declaration states: “died in 1923” and about his mother: “unidentified in Russia (Marie Tanaroff, born Dimitriewa in Novozybkov)”. This may contain some truth. The name Tanaroff was false, but he would have been unable to give a different name for his parents. His father may really have died in 1923. His mother, in any case, lived at least until 1930, as demonstrated by a photograph taken in that year.5

It is hard to fathom the face in this photograph: a concentrated, skeptical and searching look, thin lips, perhaps the trace of a smile, an intelligent and disciplined expression. Such a face could not belong to a woman fulfilling her traditional role in the shtetl, and does not indicate a happy life – one can only guess, but nothing is certain.

Sascha occasionally spoke of his parents:

“My mother is a very clever woman,” Sascha recounted. “My father often called her the witch. He said so, because often something turned out just as she had predicted it, but that was no witchcraft; she just saw and judged clearly. He respected her enormously. But I think they did not live very happily with each other. To me my mother said sometimes: If I knew that you were going to cause as much sorrow to your wife as your father does to me, then I would rather bury you as a baby. My father was certainly faithful to her, as one says, but – she wasn’t happy.”6

On another occasion, he said that his parents belonged to the middle class. It would perhaps be a mistake to imagine them as typical eastern-European orthodox Jews, who generally lived in inconceivable poverty in the shtetls of the Polish, Belarusian, Ukrainian or Lithuanian towns. Perhaps their Jewish identity was already weakening. According to various accounts, religion did not have any great influence on Sascha.

Almost all questions about Sascha’s origins and family remain open, and probably will never be resolved. Which language was spoken in his parents’ home? Those people whose family history also unfolds in the world of Jewish influence in Eastern Europe have assured me that “obviously” Yiddish was spoken. That is probably true, but there are also reasons to doubt it. At a later date, in Western Europe, Sascha was always called “the Russian.” He spoke Russian with his anarchistic comrades-in-arms. In Berlin someone observed that Sascha was delighted to be able to speak with a visitor in his mother tongue, and on that occasion there is no doubt that the language was Russian. Mention is also made of his strong Russian accent. He wanted to be a writer, and the little that he actually set down on paper may have been written in Russian. On the whole, the author tends to the opinion that Sascha adopted the Russian language very early in his life. (On the back of a photograph of his mother, however, are a few handwritten lines in Hebrew script “a fanstin andeinken, main taieren sin Sasha, fin dain muter Slava”. This is a clear indication that Yiddish was spoken in his home and that Sascha could read this language.)

What sort of education did he receive? We do not know. Probably in Novozybkov there was a high school. Was he educated there, and if so, what did he learn? We would also like to know what profession his father held. Was he a merchant or a trader, as were so many Jews, or was he a bank employee or a clerk in an office? We do not know. Where did Sascha get the indomitable strength and courage, the will to fight, the passion, the decisiveness (maybe also intelligence) that determined the course of his whole life? Again, we do not know.

Perhaps we should cast another glance at the small town of Novozybkov, the place where Sascha spent his first fourteen years. If we possess hardly any facts about his life in these years, then at least we can try to shed some light on the scene of these unknown events.7

Close to the meeting point of three countries, Russia, Belarus and the Ukraine, Novozybkov lies between the Russian city Bryansk and the Belarusian Gomel. In 1890 the city apparently belonged to the Ukraine; today it is Russian. The majority of the population was likely to have been Russian. The city was founded in 1701, by members of the “Old Believers”, an orthodox sect that separated itself from the Russian Orthodox Church in the 17th century, and later suffered terrible persecution at the hands of the official church. Today Novozybkov is still a stronghold of the Old Believers. Between the two world wars almost the entire population (except for the Jewish minority) professed this religion. In 1806 the town was given city rights. A census in 1861 mentions 7493 residents, of which only 161 were Jews. In the following decades, a massive wave of Jewish immigration apparently took place. In 1914, more than a fourth of the 22345 residents were Jewish, namely 6881. The major part of the population could be described as belonging to the lower middle class (petty bourgeoisie), with peasants, traders, nobility and the military representing small minorities.

It is impossible to ascertain whether the Jews of Novozybkov lived in a typical shtetl, which would imply inconceivable conditions of poverty, with limited means of earning a living. There was a large marketplace, typical for a shtetl, in which gathered great numbers of traders with their wagons and coaches. There was of course a synagogue and certainly a bath house, a Jewish cemetery and a Talmud school. Photographs that still exist today also show buildings typical of a small Russian city: a bank, various office buildings, the homes of wealthy citizens, hotels, and some factories.

As in so many other Russian cities, terrible anti-Semitic pogroms took place during the Russian Revolution of 1905 and the revolts against the Tsarist regime. The “Black Hundreds”, groups of monarchist extremists who were mostly responsible for these attacks, acted with the support of the government and the Russian Orthodox Church, and specialized in massacres of Jews, Armenians and other minorities. The Englishman Carl Stettauer, who visited Russia in 1905, returned with photographs and reports of these pogroms in an effort to organize aid for the Jewish population.8

After the city was occupied by German troops in 1941, virtually all Jewish inhabitants were murdered; only a very few managed to escape. One must assume that, in the event that they were not able to flee to other countries, the members of Sascha’s family lost their lives in these years. After the Second World War, a small Jewish community gradually re-established itself. Today it numbers a few hundred members.

In the more recent past, Novozybkov became one of the places most severely affected by the Chernobyl nuclear reactor disaster, after a strong wind carried the radioactive cloud directly above the city. The public has never really been informed about the accident, and they still suffer from the consequences. In principle, the area is so contaminated that it should be declared uninhabitable, and many residents have moved elsewhere. Paradoxically, this has led to a growth of the city: Apartment and real estate prices have fallen so drastically that people from all over Russia have come to settle there.

The first part of this book describes the life of an anarchist, und perhaps it would not be completely superfluous to make a short statement about what anarchism is:

Anarchism is a world view whose basis lies in the conviction that the domination of people over each other, and every form of hierarchy, leads to the suppression of individual and collective freedom; that it is unjustified, repressive, and results in violence. Anarchism propagates the dissolving of hierarchical state structures. It places individual freedom, equality and collective selfdetermination at the center of its effort to create a social organization entirely free of domination.

Only twice in the twentieth century could an anarchist social order be realized on a major scale: during the Makhno movement in the Ukraine between 1918 and 1920, and before the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in various Spanish provinces, particularly in Aragon and Catalonia. We will come back to both of these cases later on. Apart from them, anarchism has remained a political utopia.
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1 NCS (Notes pour la Clef des Songes)

2 Various documents in private possession relating to registration with the police by Tanaroff in Berlin and to his deportation to Auschwitz.

3 Compare P. Cartier, A mad day’s work. From Grothendieck to Connes and Kontsevich, Bull. Am. Math. Soc. 38. This essay contains important biographical information, but it also contains some errors, that were later reproduced by others and thus circulated even more widely.

4 Compare footnote 2, previous page

5 In private ownership, as are all the photographs mentioned in this biography.

6 EF, Chapter 5 “Sascha”. In the following there will be frequent quotations from EF, without its being indicated every time.

7 All the compiled information about Novozybkov comes from different internet sources.

8 His works, with numerous accounts of his travels, including to Novozybkov, can be found in the University Library in Southampton.


2. The “other” Schapiro

Before we can properly begin with the biography of Sascha Schapiro, a misconception which has been widely circulated and was later elucidated must be definitively swept out of the way: There was a very well-known anarchist by the name of Alexander Schapiro, who, although his biography was quite similar to that of Grothendieck’s father, was, nevertheless, another person. Considering that their names are identical, it is understandable that some confusion arose, and certain references in the literature about Grothendieck’s father actually refer to his double.9 In fact, the author has spent much effort in clearly establishing the identity of Grothendieck’s father. Even Alexander Grothendieck himself did not realize that there was a second Alexander Schapiro10, so that he may have unknowingly and unwillingly contributed to this confusion. It took a long time before it could be determined that starting in 1921, Grothendieck’s father went by the name of Tanaroff (compare Chapter 7).

Here are the most important facts from the life of the “other Schapiro”:

Alexander (known as Sania) Schapiro was born in 1882 in Russia. His father, who was also an anarchist, was a friend of Kropotkin. Until the First World War he belonged, alongside Kropotkin, Malatesta and Rudolf Rocker, to the anarcho-syndicalist labor movement in England. During the war he was interned because of his resistance against conscription. In 1917 he returned to Russia, in order to join the revolution. At first he was pro-Soviet, and participated in Lenin’s government. Victor Serge describes him as a “critical and moderate mind”. In 1921, disappointed by the repressive course that communism took under Lenin and by the rigorous persecution of anarchists, he left Russia and, together with Alexander Berkman and Emma Goldman, went to Berlin. At the end of 1922, there was a meeting of representatives of the syndicalist movement from many countries in Berlin. The IWMA (International Workingmen’s Association) was founded there. Rocker, Schapiro and Augustin Souchy were elected as secretaries. Schapiro was also active as publisher and collaborator of numerous relevant journals, memorandums, accounts of conferences, calls to action etc. Notably, he cofounded several aid organizations for anarchists imprisoned in Russia, or destitute anarchists from other places.

He left Berlin at the beginning of the Nazi period, as did so many others, and settled in Paris, as a publisher (i.e. of “La Voix du Travail”) and organizer. There also, efforts to help persecuted or imprisoned anarchists were central to his activity. In 1941 he fled Paris as a refugee and reached New York, where he died in 1946. Letters from him can be found in the papers of prominent anarchists; it can be verified that he was the author of various newspaper articles and other similar material. Sania Schapiro is mentioned in numerous publications and autobiographical books. On the internet, one can find much information in reference to him. (In a very few cases it is possible that they could be referring to Grothendieck’s father. But in any case, it is clear that Sascha Schapiro was far less prominent and less of a central figure in the anarchist movement.) As Sania Schapiro’s life demonstrates, he was a true internationalist; besides Russian and Yiddish he spoke English, German, French, Spanish, Bulgarian, and Turkish. He is altogether a historical personality, whose portrait can be reconstructed with clarity in comparison to that of Grothendieck’s father.

With their lives taking such parallel courses, one may assume that they met each other (especially in 1921 in Berlin), in all probability more than once, and that they actually were acquainted. However, no documentary evidence of this could be found until now. (And this is one of those points where biography ends and author’s or reader’s fantasy begins. It is fascinating to try to imagine how two such similar lives could have been woven together.)
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9 Cf. footnote 3, page 12

10 Letter to the author


3. The Revolution of 1905

In the year 1905 the gigantic Russian empire was shaken by a revolution that lasted for almost two years. The catalyst was a foreign policy event, namely the war started by Russia against Japan, which ended in a humiliating defeat and the loss of the entire fleet, then in turn to the loss of Manchuria and the spread of Japanese influence in the Far East. Even more decisive, though, were the multiple causes related to domestic policy. In many respects, the revolution of 1905 anticipated the October Revolution of 1917, with the essential difference that for the last time, the autocratic and anti-reformist regime of the Tsar retained the upper hand.

The main cause of revolution was doubtless the indescribably miserable living conditions of the peasants. Although serfdom had been abolished during the course of different reforms, the economic situation of the peasants had barely improved. For this reason many of them migrated to the cities, where modern heavy industries gradually developed. Because of the excess supply of labor, the industry workers were exploited and miserably paid, so that a revolutionaryminded industrial proletariat arose (although not nearly in such proportions as Communist propaganda and historical writings claim). Furthermore, in the relatively small (in comparison to other European nations) section of society represented by the middle class, revolution had been smoldering for decades. Intellectuals, students and even part of the minor aristocracy found the extremely backward regime of the Tsar unbearable, and demanded reforms. On top of this, the country experienced a serious economic recession and the partial loss of their agricultural export market as a result of their defeat at war.

The Tsar Nikolas II, an unprincipled weakling who had been ruling since 1894, reacted to the demands of his people with increased repression, terror and police supervision. He was completely dominated by the Tsarina Alexandra, who was herself under the influence of the faith healer Rasputin.

The revolts in the country began in the following manner: In order to continue the war against Japan, the government needed the agreement of the people, and so in November 1904 they permitted a sort of people’s congress to be held in St. Petersburg. Demands for reform were made on this occasion, to which the Tsar and the government gave no ear. Thereupon the labor leaders called for a huge demonstration, which took place on January 9/22, 190511 in St. Petersburg. This day has gone down in Russian history as “Bloody Sunday”. 150,000 unarmed and peaceful workers gathered and marched to the Tsar’s Winter Palace, in order to state their demands. Suddenly and with no provocation, the Imperial Guard opened fire on the demonstrators. More than one thousand people died, and many were wounded.

After these events, uprisings took place all over the country. The industrial workers went on strike, hundreds of estates across the countryside were dispossessed and burned, and many of the proprietors were murdered. Some military units also mutinied, particularly parts of the Black Sea Fleet. Of particular interest is the mutiny that took place on June 14/27 on the battleship Potemkin. In 1925 Sergej Eisenstein created an incomparable memorial to this uprising with the creation of his famous silent film of the same name.12 Lenin returned to Russia from exile in Germany and called for merciless battle against the Tsar under the leadership of the Bolsheviks. The high point of the resistance was the railroad strike in October 1905 that brought practically the whole economy to a halt. It is certain that the revolutionary masses believed for some months that they could bring about a turn for the better. Trotsky wrote:

The spirit of the revolution hovers over the Russian land. Some powerful and mysterious process has taken place in myriads of hearts: individuality, which had only just become aware of itself, merged with the masses, and the masses merged in the great élan.

On October 17/30, 1905, the Tsar agreed to the demands of the revolution in his “October Manifesto”, and promised civil liberties such as freedom of religion, freedom of opinion, freedom of assembly, freedom of association, and the creation of a parliament with two chambers (the Duma), that would have legislative powers. However, since revolutionary activities gradually slackened and the tsarist military held the upper hand, the Tsar soon retracted most of the reforms of the October Manifesto. The authority of the Duma remained very limited. With the final failure of the revolution, Lenin returned to exile.

In the turmoil of the revolution, the situation of the Jewish population was especially precarious. On the one hand, they formed part of the intellectual elite of the country; on the other, anti-Semitism was widely disseminated by the Tsar and many of his officials, by the church, and among considerable sections of the proletariat. Konstantin Pobedonostsev, a patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church for a quarter of a century, expressed a widely held view in the land when he declared that the “Jewish problem” could only be solved if one-third converted to Christianity, one-third emigrated, and one-third “disappeared”. So, a phenomenon which accompanied the revolution (as mentioned in Chapter 1) was that of anti-Jewish pogroms, which witnessed the sacrifice of many thousands of lives. Although the Russian Orthodox State Church did not actually initiate these pogroms, they were certainly responsible for encouraging them in many cases.

This was the Russia in which Sascha Schapiro grew up – in a remote town. Did relatives discuss the revolutionary events in his home? Did his schoolmates discuss them? We do not know, but we must assume that he heard of them, that the ideology of the anarchist movement became known to him, and that when he was still just a child it made a lasting impression on him so strong that it determined the whole course of his life. It is difficult to imagine, and yet it happened: As a fourteen or fifteen-year-old boy, he left his home, joined an anarchist group, and fought with gun in hand against the tsarist soldiers.

Many years later his son, Alexander Grothendieck, wrote about these events in his unpublished meditation La Clef des Songes:

My father came from a pious Jewish family in Novozybkov, a small Jewish town in the Ukraine. One of his grandfathers was even a rabbi. In spite of this, religion does not seem to have had much influence on him, even during his childhood. Very early on he felt solidarity with the peasants and ordinary people, more so than with his own family which belonged to the middle class. At the age of fourteen he ran away in order to join a group of anarchists who traveled the countryside preaching revolution, the sharing of land and private property, and freedom for all people – enough to make a generous and brave heart beat faster! That was in Tsarist Russia, in 1904. And right up until the end of his life – in spite of everything and everyone – he saw himself as “Sascha-Piotr” (that was his name in the “movement”), as an anarchist and revolutionary, whose mission was to prepare the World Revolution for the emancipation of all peoples.

For two years he shares the turbulent life of the group that he has joined. Then, surrounded by government forces after a ferocious battle, he is taken prisoner together with all his comrades. They are all sentenced to death, and all but he are executed. For three weeks, day by day, he waits for the firing squad. Finally, because of his youth, he is pardoned, and his sentence is commuted to life in prison. He spends eleven years in prison, from the age of sixteen to twentyseven, a period marked by dramatic escape attempts, revolts and hunger strikes…13

What goes on in the mind of a sixteen or seventeen year old, who, condemned to death, waits every day for weeks for the execution, and then is pardoned? One cannot properly imagine it; perhaps one does not wish to imagine it. (The death penalty had already been abolished in Russia, but as part of the repressive measures taken during these years, it was reinstated for a short time.)

Perhaps the time has come to say something about the documents upon which we base our observations regarding the biography of Sascha Schapiro. Everything that we know about Sascha, his life, and his personality, comes from three interdependent sources. First and foremost, he plays an important role in Hanka Grothendieck’s unpublished novel Eine Frau: the last chapter, named “Sascha,” is dedicated to him. For an in-depth treatment of this book, we refer to Chapter 24. Hanka Grothendieck was Sascha’s partner from about 1925 to 1940; we will speak about her and her life in detail later on. Although Hanka’s book is a novel and not an autobiography in the strict sense of the word, she made an effort to stick to the facts as much as possible in relating Sascha’s life. An example of this can be seen in the handwritten notes and dates of his life that she added in the margins of the typescript.

Furthermore, Alexander Grothendieck, the son of Sascha Schapiro and Hanka Grothendieck, says that he spent many months occupying himself with the biography of his parents and their correspondence. The relevant notes that he made in his meditation (or confessions) Récoltes et Semailles (“Reaping and Sowing”) and especially in La Clef des Songes (“Dreambook”, literally “The Key of Dreams”) are the second important source which can be consulted. Alexander Grothendieck can not have learned much from his father directly. As we shall see, after the age of five he only lived together with him for at the most a few weeks when he was about eleven. He knew his father at first only from his mother’s descriptions, and later from the correspondence his parents left behind, and a few other written documents. The third source consists in the existence of a few scattered original documents concerning Sascha’s life, which we shall mention in the appropriate places.

In many cases it is very difficult, indeed almost impossible, to relate genuine facts about Sascha’s life, and one must frequently rely upon plausible assumptions. One of these assumptions is that already as a youth he once and for all forsook his Jewish origins and the religion of his forefathers. During his whole life we do not find the slightest indication that religion held any meaning for him or that he was interested in his Jewish roots.

His son writes in the already quoted text:

My parents were atheists. For them, religions were archaic remnants, and churches and other religious institutions were instruments of exploitation and domination over mankind. Religion and churches were destined to be swept away forever by the World Revolution, which would put an end to social inequality and all forms of cruelty and injustice, and would ensure that all mankind could flourish in freedom. My parents, however, both came from religious families; this gave them a certain tolerance towards other people in matters of faith and religious practice, and also towards religious figures. To them, these were people like any others …

In a footnote to the excerpt quoted above, Grothendieck adds:

Evidently my father’s belief in the “World Revolution”, of which he considered himself to be a chosen apostle, replaced belief in God. In the following note to the principal text I say a few words about the blossoming of this belief in a closed milieu, in which nothing could have predisposed him to receive it. I haven’t the slightest doubt that this mysterious and irresistible vocation, that took possession of him already as a child … was a vocation in the full sense of the word, that is to say a manifestation of the designs of God in regard to him.

Presumably, these words reveal more about Grothendieck himself than about his father. In 1987 when he wrote down this meditation, he had approached a form of Christian mysticism, which also contained esoteric elements. In the following years, symptoms of “religious mania” became ever stronger. He looked for signs of God’s works (the “good God”) in people and in the world around him. It seems understandable that in the altogether extraordinary life of his father, he thought he could recognize the hand of God. It is, after all, perhaps true that Sascha Schapiro’s belief in the World Revolution and in his own role as forerunner took on a quasi-religious character.

(In this place a remark must be made: We have just mentioned Grothendieck’s “religious mania”. This remark may seem open to attack, subjective, and not distanced enough. The fact is, though, that in the eighties Grothendieck identified himself with a stigmatized nun, he believed that he was receiving messages from angels, he prophesied the date of the Day of Judgment to be October 14, 1996 and believed that God had chosen him to announce this, and he held his foster father to be an incarnation of Jesus. It seems to the author that with such symptoms (the list could easily be made longer) one is permitted to and even should speak of religious mania. In the third and fourth part of this biography this aspect of Grothendieck will be dealt with in more detail.)
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Sascha’s mother, about 1931
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11 The first date refers to the Julian, the second to the Gregorian calendar.

12 It is a remarkable fact that a film, which in principle was shot as a propaganda film of Stalin’s epoch, became one of the most grandiose films of all time.

13 We will continue this quote from CS in later chapters. It is the only known place in which Grothendieck gives a coherent and relatively detailed account of his parents.
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