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Norman Steenrod studied topology as an undergraduate
student at the University of Michigan, under R. L. Wilder,
who was instrumental in getting support for Steenrod to do
graduate work at Princeton. There he wrote a Ph.D. thesis
in 1936 under the direction of S. Lefschertz. He then
taught at Chicago and Michigan, before retuming to
Princeton for the remainder of his academic career. He
directed 13 Ph.D. students, one at Chicago, one at
Michigan, and 11 at Princeton. He wrote jointly with
Samuel Eilenberg the classic treatise Foundations of
Algebraic Topology.
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Princeton N.J.
February 28, 1937

Dear Sir:

I am perplexed by a problem, maybe you can give me the correct
steer. You see, it is this way. Beginning in January last, I’ve been running
a seminar in topology; and doing it in the spirit of the R.L.. Moore school.
So far I’ve been following the notes to the course you gave at Michigan.
The class contains about six willing workers. They have proved already 19
theorems and 16 lemmas. There are still 10 lemmas left before it is
necessary to introduce Axiom VI. T hesitate to do this. I’ve been stalling
them off by giving them some propositions on the theory of sets to prove.

The thing I’ve noticed about Princeton is that the students who come
here without having done research work have considerable difficulty in
learning how to do it. They have to pick it up for themselves. So I talked
up the virtues of the Moore system to Lefschetz. He finally agreed that it
was worth trying. However he complained bitterly about the material 1
proposed using. So far he has been satisfied. He attended several of the
meetings and was very pleased with the way things were going. He was so
pleased in fact that he is starting a seminar in algebraic geometry to be

conducted in as nearly the same fashion as possible.



Perhaps now you see my difficulty with Axiom VI. It is just the kind
of thing Lefschetz would find objectionable. In a way I sympathize. The
axiom is hard to remember. Couldn’t it be replaced by merely requiring that
the boundary of a region is a simple closed curve? Perhaps you know of
some other set up which would be more satisfactory. I hope to have the
class go completely through the characterization of the plane.

The business of teaching is an eye-opener......

[Sections of the original letter have been omitted. Full

copy of original letter is attached.]

Hurewicz gave us a series of lectures of his work on homotopy. It is
beautiful stuff and plenty of it.

It looks as though I will be able to remain at Princeton for another
year in my present position.

Sincerely yours

Norman E. Steenrod
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