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(b. Chicago. Illinois. 9 November 1905; d. Chicago, 6 June 1972)
mathematics.

Adrian Albert was the second of three children of Elias and Fannie Fmdkin Albert. Albert’s parents, originally from Russia,
both immigrated to the United States, but his father’s route to America had begun long before he met and married Fannie
Fradkin. who was twenty years his junior. At the age of fourteen Elias ran away from his home in Vilnius for a new life in
England. On his arrival he abandoned his Russian name (which remains unknown) and assumed the English surname Albert in
honor of the prince consort. Although Elias taught school in England, on coming to the United States he worked as a retail
merchant. This allowed him to provide a reasonably comfortable life for the family he insisted on raising in a formally
orthodox Jewish, if not deeply religious, atmosphere.

Except for the years 1914 to 1916, when his family lived in Iron Mountain, Michigan, Adrian received all of his elementary.
secondary. and university education in Chicago. In 1922 he entered the University of Chicago, obtaining his B.S. degree in
1926, his M..S. in 1927, and his Ph.D., under Leonard E. Dickson, in 1928. On 18 December 1927 Albert married Frieda Davis,
and they took his National Research Council fellowship to Princeton for the academic year 1928—1929. Following a two-year
instructorship at Columbia University, the Alberts returned to the University of Chicago permanently in 1931. Beginning as an
assistant professor of mathematics, Albert moved steadily through the academic ranks, rising to the rank of full professor in
1941. In 1943 he was elected to the National Academy of Sciences, and in 1960 his university honored him with the E. H.
Moore Distinguished Service Professorship. At Chicago, Albeit served as the chairman of the mathematics department from
1958 to 1962 and as dean of the Division of Physical Sciences from 1962 to 1971. Albert was recognized for his leadership
and service to mathematics in 1965 when he was elected president of the American Mathematical Society (AMS), a position he
held through 1966. After he stepped down from his deanship in 1971, at the mandatory retirement age of sixty-five, he swiftly
succumbed to the diabetes that had plagued him for many years.

Albert’s contributions to mathematics ranged over three related algebraic areas: associative and non-associative algebras and
Riemann matrices. In the late 1920’s Dickson’s presence at the University of Chicago made it a world center for the study of
algebras. In his 1923 book Algebras and Their Arithmetics, and in its more influential German translation of 1927. Dickson
extended the theory of algebras that Joseph H. M. Wedderburn had so elegantly set up in his paper “On Hypercomplex
Numbers.” Wedderburn showed that the classification of finite-dimensional associative algebras over a Held essentially
reduced to a classification of the division algebras. From 1928 to 1932 researchers in this area pushed toward the classification
of the finite-dimensional division algebras over the field of rational numbers Q. Albert was edged out in the race for this result
in 1932 by the German team of Richard Brauer, Helmut Hasse, and Emmy Noether after independently hitting upon many of
their ideas, most notably that of the Brauer group. At Hasse’s urging, he and Albert coauthored a paper for the Transactions of
the American Mathematical Society later in 1932 detailing Albert’s contributions to this result.

Putting this setback behind him. Albert continued to work actively on associative algebras and focused most notably on
determining whether all finitedimensional central division algebras are crossed products, a question finally settled by
Shimshon Amitsur in 1972. Albert’s book, Structure of Algebras, published as a colloquium volume by the AMS in 1939.
remains a definitive work on the theory of algebras and testifies to his achievements in this field.

In spite of his interest in associative algebras, however, Albert profited perhaps more from his contact with the geometer
Solomon Lefschetz than with the increasingly reclusive Wedderburn during his year at Princeton. Lefschetz introduced Albert
to multiplication algebras of Riemann matrices, constructs from algebraic geometry that Hermann Weyl made formally
algebraic in his 1934 paper “On Generalized Riemann Matrices,” published in the Annals of Mathematics. In a series of
articles that also appeared in the Annals in 1934 and 1935, Albert gave necessary and sufficient conditions for a division
algebra over Q to be the multiplication algebra of a Riemann matrix, the main research problem in the area. For this work he
was awarded the Cole Prize in algebra by the AMS in 1939.

During the war years Albert continued his pure research efforts, concentrating on nonassoeiative algebras. In 1932 the
physicist Pascual Jordan had defined the so-called Jordan algebra over a field for use in quantum mechanics. The algebra J
over a field F of characteristic unequal to two is a Jordan algebra provided that for a, b in J, ab = ba and (a’b)a = a” (ba). Thus
Jordan algebras are commutative but nonassociative. In the spirit of Wedderburn before him, Albert developed the basic
structure theory of these algebras and published his main results in 1947. In addition Albert contributed to the war effort
through his participation in the Applied Mathematics Group at Northwestern University, serving as its associate director in



1944 and 1945. He was also interested in the interrelations between pure mathematics and cryptography and lectured on this
subject at the AMS regional meeting in 1941 at Manhattan, Kansas.

Throughout the 1950°s and 1960’s Albert continued his research on nonassociative algebras and frequently returned to
associative questions. It was also during these decades that he contributed significantly to mathematics at the political level. He
was instrumental in the late 1940’s in securing government research grants for mathematics commensurate with those awarded
in the other sciences. In 1950 he served on the committee to draft the mathematics budget for the newly formed National
Science Foundation, and from January 1955 to June 1957 he chaired the “Albert Committee,” which evaluated training and
research potential in the mathematical sciences in the United States. He acted as consultant to the Rand Corporation and to the
National Security Agency, and as trustee to both the Institute for Advanced Study and the Institute for Defense Analysis, after
having directed the latter’s Communications Research Division at Princeton from 1961 to 1962. At the international level
Albert was elected vice president of the International Mathematical Union in 1970 to serve a four-year term beginning on 1
January 1971.

Although Albert’s research on Riemann matrices and especially on nonassociative algebras was important, he made his
primary contribution to mathematics in the field of associative algebras. His work in that area completed a major chapter in the
history of algebra that had begun in 1907 with the foundational results of Joseph H. M. Wedderburn.
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