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Mathematics at the universities of Poznań,
Vilnius and Kaunas in the interwar period

– a comparative study1

Abstract. The three universities – Poznań and Vilnius in Poland,
Kaunas in Lithuania – had much in common: all three were founded
in 1919, each promised studies in mathematics, and none possessed
a native mathematician of its own. Mathematicians had to be brought
from afar. Poznań relied on Zdzisław Krygowski (1872–1955), a new-
comer from the Lvov polytechnic, who within the next twenty years
painstakingly worked out programs of studies and collected academic
staff. Teaching was satisfactory (there was a course in cryptography,
students of which later broke the German Enigma) but research was
rather modest. In Vilnius there happened to be Wiktor Staniewicz
(1866–1932), a refugee from the polytechnic in Petersburg. Being rather
old and ill, he required support, and that came in the persons of Juliusz
Rudnicki (1881–1948) and Stefan Kempisty (1892–1940), both from
the Warsaw Polytechnic. The three men ensured satisfactory level of
studies but only the arrival of Antoni Zygmund (1900–1992) in 1930
and his briliant student Józef Marcinkiewicz (1910–1940) changed the
picture by adding high-level research. Kaunas offered a chair to the
German mathematician Otto Volk (1881–1989), who worked there in
1923–1930, offered good teaching and ensured further development.
Although following different pathways, all three universities succeeded
and the article presents some insight into their specific stories.
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1. World War I radically changed the political map of vast ter-
ritories of Central-Eastern Europe. Among the new states which then
1The article is based upon a lecture given at the conference „Development of ma-

thematics and related sciences in Central-Eastern Europe in the 20th century”, Cra-
cow, September 13–15, 2017.
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emerged were Poland and Lithuania, and one of the very first decisions of
their governments was establishment of universities. Some were reestab-
lished but there were three new ones: Poznań and Vilnius in Poland,
Kaunas in Lithuania. Mathematics was considered a mark of distinc-
tion and so each of them was anxious to offer a study of that subject.
However, in none of the three cities hosting new universities was there
a mathematician of some value to whom a mathematical chair could
be offered. The only way to solve the problem was thus to invite such
a mathematician from outside. Each of the three universities did so and
although they did it in different ways, each was, in a sense, successful.
This article is aimed at telling their relevant stories, to show differences
and similarities, and to come to some general remarks at the end.

2. Poznań was a city in Western Poland with great intellectual
ambitions but no university before 1919.2. There was a Society for the
Advancement of Arts and Sciences, founded 1857, which worked for
decades with considerable achievements in Humanities (philology, his-
tory, philosophy, law etc.), Natural Sciences (archeology, botany, zool-
ogy, geography etc.), Medicine, and Theology, but lacked the faculty
of Exact Sciences and had no mathematician within its ranks (see [18]).

3. After founding of the university in 1919, a natural candidate for
its leader in mathematics was Zdzisław Krygowski (1872–1955), who
moved then to Poznań from Lvov3.

Zdzisław Krygowski was born on 22 December 1872 in Lvov, but at-
tended gymnasium first in Wadowice (where his father was a director)
and then in Kraków. After passing there in 1890 his matura exam with
a distinction he studied mathematics, physics and astronomy in the
Jagiellonian University until 1895, when he obtained Ph.D. in math-
ematics and passed a state exam allowing him to teach mathematics
and physics in Austrian secondary schools. However, as a distinguished
student, he received a 3-year scholarship from the Senate of the Jagiel-
lonian University to complete his studies abroad. Krygowski went first
to Berlin, but most of his study time he spent in Paris, specializing in
analytic functions under E. Picard with a special focus on elliptic and
hyperelliptic functions. Krygowski and Picard became lifelong friends.

2See, however, a jubilee book [13]. The book contains three articles [4], [5] and
[17], on earlier academic aspirations of Poznań.
3About his life and achievements see the book [12]. It contains an introduction

by M. Jaroszewska and J. Musielak on Krygowski’s life and work, his bibliography
and reprints of some of his papers (reviews and Chopiniana). Mathematical papers
of Zdzisław Krygowski have appeared in another volume (see [7]).
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After returning in 1898 to his country Krygowski taught mathematics in
secondary schools in Kraków, Przemyśl and Lvov, and from 1901 on he
also taught mathematics in the Polytechnic School in Lvov. To prepare
habilitation he returned to Paris for the year 1906/1907 and in 1908 he
passed a habilitation in mathematics in Lvov. After a sudden death of
Professor Stanisław Kępiński (1867–1908), who held one of two math-
ematical chairs in the Polytechnic School, Krygowski succeeded him as
an extraordinary professor of mathematics(see [6]), and in 1909 was
promoted to the rank of ordinary professor. In the year 1917/1918 he
became a rector of the Polytechnic School.

As a well educated mathematician, an experienced teacher, and a
good university administrator, Krygowski was considered an excellent
candidate for a leader in mathematics in the newly established university
in Poznań. So he got an appointment there to Chair I as a full (ordinary)
professor, while Chair II was taken by a deputy professor Franciszek
Włodarski (1889–1944), soon promoted to the rank of extraordinary
professor, and the two were joined somewhat later by a deputy professor
Kazimierz Abramowicz (1888–1936), also promoted in 1935 to the rank
of extraordinary professor. After death of Abramowicz, his chair was
taken over by the extraordinary professor Mieczysław Biernacki (1892–
1959), who then came from Vilnius and became ordinary professor in
1937. So the quality of staff was rising, but all the time the leader was
Krygowski. It was him who planned curricula, founded a library, led
a seminar (devoted to analytic functions, differential equations, theory
of invariants, number theory), promoted two doctors (K. Cwojdziński,
L. Seipelt), served as a dean, and occupied also some other academic
posts, In the years 1926–1928 Krygowski was also a President of the
Polish Mathematical Society. One of his particular achievements was a
course in cryptography, which he organized in 1929 at the request of
the General Staff of the Polish Army. Three years later some alumni of
that course, led by Marian Rejewski (1905–1980), decoded the German
military machine Enigma, thus strongly influencing the course of World
War II. Of the vast literature on the subject see: [3], [8] and [15].

4. Due to the efforts of Krygowski and of his collaborators the de-
partment of mathematics at the Poznań University soon achieved a good
level in teaching but its research was rather modest. However, at the end
of the interwar period there appeared highly promising perspectives for a
further development: in 1937 the faculty was joined by Władysław Orlicz
(1903–1990), a highly talented student of the Lvov school of mathemat-
ics, and in 1939 it was to be joined by Józef Marcinkiewicz (1910–1940),
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an extraordinarily gifted student of Antoni Zygmund (1900–1992) from
Vilnius. However, the stay of Orlicz was too short at that time to exert
much influence and Marcinkiewicz never came: he perished in a Soviet
POW camp.

After the outbreak of World War II the Germans expelled Krygowski
from Ponań, while Biernacki and Orlicz fled and spent the war years
in Lublin and Lvov, respectively. The Germans closed down the Polish
university in Poznań and destroyed Polish mathematical archives. After
the war Orlicz took back his chair and became the leader. In a couple
of years he also founded a new school in functional analysis, which
then flourished for several decades (a favorite subject of that school
were „Orlicz spaces”). He invited Krygowski to come to his help and
Krygowski did so, but he was then already old and died on 10 August
1955.

5. In contrast to Poznań, Vilnius had a long university tradition.
Being the capital of the Great Duchy of Lithuania, it possessed a uni-
versity from 1578 till 1832 when the Russians closed it down (since 1795
Lithuania was a part of Russia). During the two and a half century of
its existence, the university in Vilnius enjoyed periods of good math-
ematics. Closing the university interrupted that tradition but in 1919
there still was a memory of that magnificent past. Like in Poznań, there
existed Society of Friends of Knowledge (see [9]), founded in 1907, which
had several faculties with considerable achievements, but no faculty of
exact sciences and there was no mathematician of rank in the city. Even
worse, the World War I was followed by a Polish-Lithuanian war: the
Lithuanians planned to re-establish capital of their newly born Lithua-
nian state in the old Vilnius but the city was then mostly Polish and
the Polish population revolted. At the end, Vilnius fell within the Pol-
ish state and maimed Lithuania was compelled to found its temporary
capital in Kaunas. The two states attempted to refound the old univer-
sity and actually founded two new ones in 1919: the Poles established
Stefan Batory University in Vilnius and the Lithuanians established the
State University in Kaunas, both referring to the great past of the old
university.

6. In the city of Vilnius there were fugitives from the Bolshevik
Revolution. Among them was professor Wiktor Staniewicz (1866–1932)
(cf. [10]) from the Petersburg Polytechnic, who became a dean of the
Faculty of Mathematics and Exact Sciences of Stefan Batory Univer-
sity, took over mathematical chair I and for the year 1921/22 became
a rector. He was joined in 1920 by the deputy professor Stefan Kemp-
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isty (1892–1940) and in 1923 by the ordinary professor Juliusz Rudnicki
(1881–1948), both from the Warsaw Polytechnic. And these three men
built mathematics in Stefan Batory University in the first decade of its
activity.

Wiktor Staniewicz, born on 21 September 1866 in Samara, spent 53
years of his life in Russia (until 1919). He attended schools in Petersburg
and studied mathematics there, obtaining in 1890 a „magister” degree,
with which one could start in Russia an academic career. He followed
that path, becoming at the end professor in the Polytechnic Institute
there and its deputy director (he had no Ph.D. and the head of that
Institute was called director, not rector). While still in Russia, he pub-
lished 5 short papers in number theory but in Vilnius he distinguished
himself rather as an organizer of the faculty and as a rector.

Stefan Kempisty, born on 23 July 1892 in Zamość, after complet-
ing a merchants school in Lublin, studied in 1909–1911 mathematics
in Paris. The family moved in 1911 to Russia, where Kempisty passed
some exams, and then continued studies in Cracow and Warsaw. After
receiving Ph.D. in Cracow in 1919, he worked for a short time at Warsaw
Polytechnic, but in 1920 he accepted an invitation to become a deputy
professor in Vilnius. After habilitation in 1924 at Warsaw university, he
was promoted to the rank of extraordinary professor and in 1937 to that
of ordinary professor. Interested mainly in the theory of real functions,
he published around 30 papers and promoted 1 doctor (M. Krzyżański).
The end of his life was tragic: arrested by the Lithuanian security police
on 11 July 1940, he died on 3 August 1940 in a Sovier prison in Vilnius
(official version: suicide).

Juliusz Rudnicki, born on 30 March 1881 in Siekierzyńce (now Ukra-
ine), attended schools in Warsaw and then studied in Paris both math-
ematics and electrical engineering. After returning to Warsaw, he was
a teacher 1910–1915, and in 1915 he joined the faculty of the newly
established Warsaw Polytechnic. In 1920 he received Ph.D. in Cracow
University, and next year passed habilitation there, after which he re-
ceived a post of an extraordinary professor in Warsaw Polytechnic. And
in December 1922 he was invited to become an ordinary professor in
Vilnius. The next two decades were the most active period in his life.
He was a passionate teacher, devoted to education, but also he wrote
25 papers and promoted 1 doctor (S.K. Zaremba). As a Pole, he was
expelled by the Soviets from Vilnius in 1944, after which he came first
to Lublin and then to Toruń, where he died on 26 February 1948.

7. The decade of 1919–1929 at Stefan Batory University was the
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time of organization and teaching, with modest research. That picture
changed with the incoming of Antoni Zygmund (1900–1992) in 1930.
Great mathematical talents of Zygmund and his extremely gifted stu-
dent Józef Marcinkiewicz (1910–1940) turned Vilnius into an active
mathematical center in the decade of 1930–1939. Suffice it to say, the
two men published in the years 1930–1939 altogether 87 papers, out
of which 15 were written jointly, thus elevating Vilnius to a vivid cen-
ter of mathematical analysis, with particular emphasis on trigonometric
series. Among those papers was a monograph of Zygmund on trigono-
metric functions4 and another one, written jointly with Stanisław Saks
(1897–1942), on analytic functions (see [21]). In addition, Zygmund pro-
moted 3 doctors (J. Marcinkiewicz, K. Sokół-Sokołowski, Z. Lepecki).
And the overall picture could be even more impressive: Zygmund in-
vited Saks to a stay in Vilnius for a couple of months (the two men
collaborated closely), but all attempts to ensure him a professor’s post
failed (some details in [14]).

The history was cut short by the outbreak of World War II: Vilnius
was captured by the Soviets, who temporarily left it to the Lithuanians
but within a few months took it back together with the all of Lithua-
nia and incorporated all three Baltic states, including Lithuania, into
the Soviet Union. Captured in 1941 by the Germans, after three years
Vilnius was retaken by the Soviets in 1944 who then expelled Polish
population. For the next half century Lithuania was a Soviet republic
and Poland, with changed borders, fell under Soviet domination.

Antoni Zygmund, born on 26 December 1900 in Warsaw, attended
schools in Warsaw until 1915 when the family has been evacuated to Rus-
sia. After returning in 1918 he completed his secondary education and stud-
ied mathematics at the Warsaw university, obtaining his Ph.D. in 1923
and passing habilitation in 1926. Excelling, he got a Rockefeller scholar-
ship and went in 1929 to Oxford and Cambridge. After returning in 1930
he was promoted to the post of an extraordinary professor in Vilnius where
his talent has flourished. Mobilized 1939 as a NCO officer, he avoided
captivity and succeeded in going, through Lithuania and Sweden, to the
United States where he then founded a famous school of mathematical
analysis in Chicago (cf. [16]). He died on 30 May 1992 in Chicago.

Józef Marcinkiewicz (cf. [11]), born on 12 April 1910 in Cimoszka
near Białystok, attended schools in Sokółka and Białystok and in 1930–
1933 studied mathematics at Stefan Batory University in Vilnius, where

4See [20]. Called a „Bible”, the monograph has been extended and republished in
1959, 1968 and 1977 and translated into Russian 1936, with reprints 1939 and 1965.
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Zygmund became his mentor. He could avoid military service but volun-
tarily enlisted and distinguished himself also in that field, soon getting
promoted to the rank of a NCO officer. Marcinkiewicz got his Ph.D. in
1935 and passed habilitation in 1936, becomng then the youngest „do-
cent” in Vilnius (only 27 years old). Having got a scholarship, he spent
the year 1935/1936 in Lvov, then a vivid mathematical center, and get-
ting another one for the year 1938/1939, he went to Paris, Cambridge
and Oxford. He could stay there for a longer time, but motivated patri-
otically he returned, took a part in the 1939 campaign, was taken pris-
oner of war by Soviets and in the spring of 1940 murdered in Charków
(„Katyń murder”) (cf. [19]).

8. After capitulation of Germany in 1918, a self-appointed Lithua-
nia government Taryba has declared on 5 December 1918 the establish-
ment of a Lithuanian university in Vilnius, claiming it a successor of
the old university from the years 1578–1832. However, the declaration
came to nothing, since the Polish–Lithuanian war raged and Vilnius
eventually became a part of Poland. Kaunas became the capital of the
new Lithuanian state and it was there that a Lithuanian university was
eventually established on 16 February 1922. Lacking staff, its authorities
announced recruitment (on a competitive basis), in particular address-
ing an invitation to several German and Baltic universities (Poland was
omitted). One of those who responded was a German mathematician
Otto Theodor Volk (1892–1989). He was accepted and took a mathemat-
ical chair in Kaunas, and thus became a founding father of Lithuanian
mathematics (see [1], [2]).

9. Otto Theodor Volk was born on 13 July 1892 in Neuhauzen
near Stuttgart. He studied in Tübingen and Munich until 1917, in the
meantime being ordained a catholic priest (1915). In 1919 he earned the
doctor’s degree at Munich’s polytechnic for a paper on potential theory
and in 1920 a Ph.D. at Munich’s university for a thesis on complex func-
tions. In 1922 Volk has passed habilitation procedure and after that he
obtained the rank of an extraordinary professor at Munich university.
Supported by positive references of professors A. Voss and C. Linde-
mann and able to teach also in a technical faculty, Volk was approved
by the university in Kaunas and took up his duties on 1 April 1923.

In Kaunas Volk offered a wide range of mathematical courses (alge-
bra, differential equations, number theory, theoretical mechanics, and
some other), first in German and since 1926 in Lithuanian. Besides
teaching Volk initiated a mathematical library in Kaunas, established
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a research seminar in 1925, authored the first university textbook in
Lithuanian (on differential equations, in 1929) and agreed to publish his
courses on algebra (1925) and theoretical mechanics (1929) in Lithua-
nian, thus strongly influencing the development of Lithuanian terminol-
ogy in higher mathematics. And perhaps most important, Volk super-
vised 31 master’s theses and several Ph.D. theses, three of which were
completed abroad –in Heidelberg, Yale, and Würzburg. After coming
back those three doctors (P. Katilius, P. Slavėnas, O. Stanaitis) became
extraordinary professors of mathematics in Kaunas, thus broadening the
basis for further development of mathematics in Lithuania.

In 1930 Volk accepted an invitation from the Würzburg University
and on 1 May 1930 he resigned from his post in Kaunas and left Lithua-
nia. For the rest of his life he remained in Würzburg.

10. Founding a new university in a city with no university tradi-
tion or, like in Vilnius, tradition buried in the remote past, is not an
easy task. Besides founders’ ambitions some preconditions are neces-
sary. There must be a firm patron supporting the idea. There should
be some background both in the form of good-level secondary teaching
(to be sure that students will be well prepared for studies) and of an
intellectual environment ready to embrace the university. And, last but
not least, there also should be available candidates for academic posts,
able to teach at a university level and to start research in order to secure
followers .

In all three cases the patron was the state (Poland, Lithuania) and
there were good gymnasia. In Poznań and Vilnius there were scientific
societies which gathered some material basis (libraries, material collec-
tions), offered editorial possibilities and were attracting people with sci-
entific ambitions, and thus created a scientific community. The societies
could serve as a basis for some faculties. The situation was somewhat
worse in the provincial small city of Kaunas. However, in each of the
three cities the specific situation of mathematics was equally bad: in
none of them there was a native mathematician of some rank able to
assume a university chair, to say nothing of a good mathematical library.

Thus in each of the three newly established universities mathemat-
ics had to be organized from the bottom up. In Poznań and Vilnius it
started with Polish newcomers, Krygowski from Lvov in Poznań and
Staniewicz from Petersburg in Vilnius, soon supported by other „immi-
grants” (Abramowicz and Włodarski in Poznań, Kempisty and Rudnicki
in Vilnius). With such staff one could start university teaching, but re-
search in both places was modest. In Kaunas it was different. It was
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worse because there was no Lithuanian mathematician at hand, but in
a sense it was also better because Volk was a creative mathematician
of his own and thus teaching and research could start there almost si-
multaneously. And although Volk left the country in 1930, the impetus
given by him was sufficiently strong to ensure development of proper
Lithuanian mathematics in the next decade.

11. Mathematical leaders in all three universities extended great
efforts to establish good libraries. In Poznań Krygowski started such
a library securing both old editions back to Euler and new textbooks
and journals. In Kaunas Volk brought about the purchase of private li-
braries of German professors Aurelius Voss and Carl Neumann. The two
libraries were rich and their combination initiated a good mathematical
library in Kaunas. In Vilnius it was Kempisty who took particular care
of the library base with the effect that the steadily growing collections
of books and journals surpassed three thousand items in 1939.

12. Looking upon universities in Kaunas, Poznań and Vilnius as
representatives of a larger group of newly founded institutions of higher
education with research ambitions, one may come to some general con-
clusions.

1. An ambitious new university does its best to offer studies in math-
ematics, considered as a matter of prestige and mark of excellence.

2. The main problem is that of staff. In contrast to law, humanities or
natural sciences, in mathematics one can hardly rely upon local
people and local institutions (schools, scientific societies). As a
rule, high school teachers of mathematics are not prepared to teach
higher mathematics, to say nothing of conducting research. And
local learned societies rarely count mathematicians within their
ranks (in the three cases considered here, none had).

3. An inescapable conclusion in solving the problem of staff in mathe-
matics is thus to invite mathematicians of some rank from outside,
sometimes even from abroad. Mathematics in Russia has begun
with the Swiss Euler and mathematics in Lithuania has begun
with the German Volk (Kaunas university was then the only one
in Lithuania).

4. The main task of such a newly arrived mathematician is to or-
ganize teaching at a satisfactory level. The staff is expected to
teach on a level bearing comparison with other universities. One
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does not require from the staff high-level research. If it happens,
so much the better, but not at the cost of teaching which is then
all important.

5. Research is considered as a proof of professor’s competence and
as a tool for his/her promotion. Often research is rather modest,
rarely attracting and influencing students.

6. If desirable, high-level research requires further import of staff.
The case of Vilnius shows that if the soil is well prepared by the
first generation of teachers and fruitful, then the arrival of a tal-
ented researcher may bring fast success and lead to a rapid pro-
motion of the university. Recognition of Zygmund’s achievements
in Vilnius led to the international recognition of mathematics in
Stefan Batory University.

7. A necessary prerequisite to maintaining mathematics at a proper
level at a university is some material basis including library, but
that condition was fulfilled in all three cases considered here.
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Matematyka na uniwersytetach w Poznaniu, Wilnie i Kownie
w okresie międzywojennym - studium porównawcze

Roman Duda

Streszczenie. Uniwersytety w Poznaniu i Wilnie (Polska) oraz Kownie
(Litwa) mają wiele wspólnego. Wszystkie trzy zostały założone w 1919
roku, każdy chciał oferować studia matematyczne, żaden nie miał rodzi-
mego matematyka. Poznań oparł się na Zdzisławie Krygowskim (1872–
1955) z Politechniki Lwowskiej, który w ciągu następnych dwudziestu
lat wypracowywał programy studiów i gromadził kadrę. Nauczanie by-
ło dobre (był kurs kryptografii, którego słuchacze złamali potem nie-
miecką Enigmę), ale badania dość skromne. W Wilnie był Wiktor Sta-
niewicz (1866–1932), uciekinier z politechniki w Petersburgu. Starze-
jący się i chory, potrzebował wsparcia, które przyszło w osobach Ste-
fana Kempistego (1892–1940) i Juliusza Rudnickiego (1881–1948), obu

http://www.zentralblatt-math.org/zmath/en/advanced/?q=an:0011.01703&format=complete
http://wydawnictwa.ptm.org.pl/index.php/matematyka-stosowana/article/viewArticle/1526 
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z Politechniki Warszawskiej. Ci trzej zapewnili dobry poziom naucza-
nia, ale dopiero przyjście Antoniego Zygmunta (1900–1992) i jego bły-
skotliwy student Józef Marcinkiewicz (1910–1940) zmieniło ten obraz
dodając znakomite badania. Kowno zaoferowało katedrę niemieckiemu
matematykowi Otto Volkowi (1892–1989), który pracował tam w la-
tach 1923–1930, zapewniając dobre nauczanie i zabezpieczając dalszy
rozwój. Trzy różne drogi, ale każdy z tych trzech uniwersytetów od-
niósł sukces. Artykuł oferuje pewien wgląd w ich specyficzne historie.
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