
Boris Weisfeiler
1941-1985(???)

Life of mathematician, adventurer, and uncle
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Who am I?

My name is Lev Weisfeiler
Boris Weisfeiler’s nephew
My mother Olga, Boris's younger sister, was not able to attend this 
conference
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Boris Weisfeiler -
Origins
Boris Weisfeiler was born in 
Moscow, USSR, on April 19, 1941 

Family was evacuated to 
Sverdlovsk in summer 1941

Mother was a doctor 

Father  was professor of 
microbiology in Anti-Tuberculosis 
Institute/Clinic
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Father:
Jules Gyula Weiszfeiler
(1902-1984)
Born in  Brasov, then Austro-
Hungary, now Romania

Grew up in Budapest

Graduated from the University of 
Geneva 

A graduate degree in Medicine from 
Jena University

Emigrated to USSR in 1932

Returned to Hungary In 1958

Member of the Hungarian Academy 
of Sciences
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Mother: 
Anna L. Bernstein 
(1912-1977)

Born in Minsk, Belorussia (USSR)

Graduated from Sechenov First 
Moscow Medical Institute, Moscow, 
USSR

After WWII, in late 1940s, received 
PhD in Medicine  from First Moscow 
Medical Institute

Doctor, neurologist

5



Growing up
Grew up with sister  Olga in  
Moscow suburbs

From early childhood Boris enjoyed
playing outdoors
cross-country skiing 
playing chess
collecting postal stamps 

Boris never got bored outdoors

started hiking at the age of 13
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School/University
Boris finished high school with an almost 
perfect record - one B (writing)

Talented in mathematics

Winner of many youth math competitions

Applied to the Mathematics department 
("Мех Мат») of the Moscow State 
University, Lomonosov’s University (MGU)

1/3 of their school’s class went to study 
math, Andrey Leman including
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Career in Research
1963 - Graduated MGU with PhD thesis almost 
complete

Sent to work for 3 years at lamp factory

1966 - research position at the Institute for 
Theoretical and Experimental Physics (ITEP), the 
Stekhlov Institute

1968  - accused of being anti-Soviet, a charge 
related to  A. Kronrod expulsion from ITEP

Boris fired from ITEP

Expelled from Komsomol

Engineer at the Institute for Industrial Controls 

1969 - PhD degree from Leningrad’s Department 
of Steklov Institute of Mathematics
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‘Way to relax’
Boris began to hike alone often after
best friend, classmate and hiking 
companion, Dima Antopolsky, tragically 
died in a boating accident

Was a very private person, has a small 
circle of close friends

Took long hiking trips in remote areas:
enjoying nature and the local wildlife
taking pictures 
eating simple food, local berries and 
mushrooms

Rarely had any accidents beyond minor 
cuts and bruises

Preferred to only have a knife or small 
hiking ax with him
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Decision to Emigrate
By 1973 restricted career in science:

Research papers were rarely published
Can’t participate in conferences abroad
Office desk was searched during his 
absence
Can’t get permission to visit his father in 
Budapest, Hungary

Under pressure Boris decided to emigrate:
Was fired from his job
Left the University research group
Lost his source of income – money left only 
for one meal a day
Spent his days working in a library
Spent time reading and teaching his four 
year old nephew how to defend himself
from bullies
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Leaving the USSR

Boris was preparing for his first trip 
abroad without possibility for a 
return

renounced Soviet citizenship
path to USA was through Vienna 
and Rome

Left Moscow March 30, 1975

Carried only two suitcases with:       
professional books
his research papers
favorite science fiction book
his stamp collection
backpack with hiking equipment
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USA: 
Princeton University
Entered USA in June 1975

Stayed in a Chicago hotel at first; His 
first pictures were views of streets 
with skyscrapers

September 1975: assistant 
professor for Armand Borel at the 
Institute for Advanced Study at 
Princeton, New Jersey

they stayed in touch as friends  and 
colleagues till Boris’ disappearance
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Penn State 1976-1985
1976 - Pennsylvania State University, PA

‘Taught students who sometimes did 
not want to be taught’ as Boris once 
said

Did a lot of research in his field of 
mathematics

Published many new research papers

Traveled in USA and internationally
with lectures

Participated in conferences abroad
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“About Education”

In the article published in the New York Times in 1981, "About Education” author, Fred M. Hechinger 
writes:

“In the last 10 years, more than 40 distinguished Soviet mathematicians have immigrated 
to the United States and are teaching at leading universities here. Most of them are victims 
of official anti-Semitism, which is reported to be particularly prevalent in the Soviet 
mathematics establishment.”

He continues:

“Soviet mathematicians who have moved into important positions here include David 
Kazhdan at Harvard; Victor Kac at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology; Boris 
Moishezon and Gregory Chudnovsky at Columbia; Boris Weisfeiler and Leonid Vaserstein at 
Pennsylvania State University; Igor Dolgachev at the University of Michigan; Mikhael Gromov
at the State University of New York at Stony Brook; Eugene Dynkin at Cornell, and Ilya 
Piatetskii-Shapiro at Yale.”
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Pennsylvania, 1976 -
Boris relished his new freedom he had 
to travel and explore the world:

short hiking trips often
travel to distant places twice a year
in-between: working on math 
problems
shared his travel stories and photos 
with friends and colleagues

Once said: "Animals are not dangerous, 
people are!" 

He was the kind of person who felt the 
need to visit remote places and loved 
to tell stories about them.

He often travelled alone.
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1981

Became US citizen

Met with family in Budapest, 
Hungary

Described his new life and his 
research work in the United States

Boris worked a lot
Did lots of research in his field of 
math
Lived in a small rental apartment in 
State College
Did not want to buy a house or an 
apartment, as he did not want to 
“worry about roof, pipes, grass, or 
snow” as he said, and wanted to 
be free of any property
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Budapest, July 1981

Brought me my first calculator and 
taught me first programming 
lesson

Boris was a good teacher 

I finished MIT with degrees in 
Math and Physics

Career in software development 

Now VP of Software Development 
at Konica Minolta Healthcare
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Budapest, April 1984

Last time met in April 1984, in 
Budapest  

Family met at Gyula’s funeral

Spent most of the time with Lev:

Family enjoyed their time together

Saw movie “E.T.” which Boris  liked 

Celebrated Boris’ 43rd birthday
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December 1984
Went on another hiking trip - to Chile:

Boris said to David Kazhdan: "I want to 
wander, relax, and not see anyone."

Boris’ December’s letter came a month 
later: "... I tried to finish my paper (already 
the new one), the old one I still did not finish. 
But again I did not have time to finish it...”)

It was his manuscript that he left behind:  'On 
the size and structure of finite linear groups'

Almost 30 years later, his sister Olga 
Weisfeiler was able to assemble and 
complete it and with help of other friends 
and mathematicians to post Boris’ last work:

Posted in the ArXiv arXiv:1203.1960v2
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http://arxiv.org/pdf/1203.1960v2.pdf


Disappearance: 1985
Indictment: August 21, 2012 - eight 
retired police and military officers in 
connection with the kidnapping and 
disappearance of Boris Weisfeiler

for "aggravated kidnapping" and 
"complicity" in the disappearance of a 
US citizen’s in January 3-5, 1985
apart from taking away Boris' liberty, 
the agents have persisted in hiding 
the facts of the illegal detention and 
the whereabouts of Boris Weisfeiler 

Four years later, in 2016, same judge 
closed the case, absolved all accused 
citing the statue of limitation

Appeal is still pending
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In memory:
Penn State Edition

After Boris disappeared, Penn 
State's math department published 
a book

"Boris Weisfeiler. Collected 
Mathematical Papers, 1976-1985“

Dedication under Boris’ picture:

"Boris Weisfeiler, colleague and 
friend. Lost in January of 1985 while 
hiking in the Andes"
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Dedications: from friends

• Victor Kac: "Boris was my best friend ever. He was a very generous 
and interesting man." 

• David Kazhdan: "Boris was a very honest and dignified man who was 
very interested in people and culture." 

• Don James: “Boris had a very generous and altruistic nature. I got a 
sense of a man with an intense inner life."  

• Victor Guillemin: "He was incredibly generous about giving credit to 
others, and had a terrific sense of humor. He clearly liked living 
simply.”
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Dedications: from friends

• Alex Lubotzky: “I have a great appreciation to Boris' mathematical 
work. I was much influenced by his work on strong approximation. It 
gave me (and others) a new perspective on linear groups and I have 
used Boris' result in several of my works. In fact I even feel that I have 
been given a credit which belongs to Boris: I was left to continue and 
to deduce from his work various corollaries that he would have done 
if he would be with us. The loss is huge for the whole mathematical 
community...” Dedicated 1985 work “In Honor of Boris Weisfeiler.”

• Predrag Cvitanovic: “I enjoyed talking to Boris when we were both in 
Princeton, so I dedicated my book based on work from that period to 
him and another friend whose life was extinguished by hate.” 

23



Dedications: from colleagues
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Dedications: from colleagues
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Dedications: from colleagues

26



Our website
To learn more, please visit:

http://boris.weisfeiler.com

List of publications:

http://boris.weisfeiler.com/papers/pa
pers.html

Email to: olga@weisfeiler.com
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