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It is a cold winter day and two children are riding on a Paris bus. The boy is the elder of the two and his

little  girl  sister  looks  desperately  thin  and  undernourished.  Both  have  bare  feet  and  their  teeth  are

chattering with cold. They turn to the passengers in the bus and explain that their parents neglect them

and won't even buy them socks and shoes. The passengers are horrified - but all is not as it seems. In fact

the children are André and Simone Weil and they are two of the most intelligent children in the whole of

France. They are playing out a game as a way of reacting against their overprotective parents. It is only a

small rebellion, for otherwise they conform to a childhood of rigorous intellectual development. Toys are

banned at home and instead of the chatter of children they communicate in ancient Greek or rhyming

couplets [3]:-

The young Weil's conversations though never meant to exclude anyone, were so laced with

literary and philosophical allusions that they were barely accessible to outsiders.

Their parents are Bernard and Selma Weil. Salomea Reinherz, or Selma as she called herself, was the

daughter of a successful Jewish businessman who dealt in imports and exports. She was born in Russia,

but life there became hard after Russian Jews were attacked after the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in

1881. The fact that the assassination was not by a Jew was not relevant as rumours circulated. In these

difficult and dangerous times the Reinherz family decided to leave Russia and they emigrated to Belgium

in the 1880s. Selma's father was an artistic  man who wrote Hebrew poetry.  Her mother was a  gifted

pianist who lived with Bernard and Selma Weil in their Paris home after their marriage. When Selma was

young she had wanted to become a medical doctor but her father prevented her going to medical school.

The frustration of being prevented from achieving her goals in her own career meant that  she wanted

desperately for her own children to have the best education and chance that anyone had ever had. Selma

was highly intelligent, full of life, and dominated life in the home.

Bernard came  from a  family of  Jewish merchants and several generations of  his family had lived in

Strasbourg. Although Jewish by race, he was not Jewish by religion. In fact he was against all religion and

disliked speaking of his Jewish background. Bernard's father, however, was Abraham Weil, a prominent

member of the Jewish community in Alsace while his mother was a deeply religious woman who was

horrified at her son's lack of religion. Although she did not live with Bernard and Selma Weil after their

marriage, she did live in Paris until her death in the 1930s. Having her living close by certainly made

problems for the Weil family since when she visited her son and daughter-in-law, much to her horror, they

prepared food for her which was not kosher. Bernard Weil was a highly successful medical doctor who

was [3]:-

...  kind,  loving, and thoroughly  enlightened, but  taciturn and easily  overwhelmed by  his

forceful spouse. [He] was far too busy with his medical practice, and let his wife make the

major decisions concerning their children's education.

André was born on 6 May 1906 and Simone was born on 3 February 1909. The children were so brilliant

and Selma wanted such high quality education for them that they attended around seven different schools

in the space of five years. The Weils also employed several private tutors as Selma put every ounce of her

energy into achieving her educational goals for the children. When she complained to one of André's

teachers that he may not have a very good grounding in arithmetic, the teacher replied [2]:-

 o matter what I tell him on that subject, he seems to know it already.
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André knew that he wanted to be a mathematician from the age of eight after he found a mathematics

book in his aunt's house and studied it intently. From that time on he displayed a passion for mathematics

which at first his mother discouraged, but after she saw how impossible it was to stop him thinking about

mathematical problems she relented. When André was eight years old he decided that he would teach his

five year old sister Simone to read as a birthday present to his father. In only a few weeks he had taught

her to read and spell. Simone adored her brilliant older brother and put in a huge effort to please him. By

age twelve André had taught himself ancient Greek and Sanskrit. Also by this time he was an excellent

violinist. Simone learnt ancient Greek and a number of modern languages in her early teens.

Selma not only had an obsession regarding her children's education but she also had an obsession about

cleanliness. She had, as André later wrote [2]:-

... a dread of germs that [she] would carry to an extreme.

Only close family members were allowed to kiss the children and by the time Simone reached the age of

four even her parents didn't kiss her. The children had to wash their hands frequently and after doing so

would have to open the door of the dining room with their elbows so that they touched nothing before

eating their food. Selma's obsession seemed to transfer itself to Simone who hardly eat any food at all. As

a child she would cry if anyone touched her and in later life she could not bare physical contact.

Bernard and Selma Weil lived in a Paris apartment on the Rue de Strasbourg, south of the Gare de l'Est

when the children were very young. In 1914 they moved to a larger home on the Boulevard Saint-Michel.

However, 1914 saw the start of World War I and Bernard Weil was drafted. He joined the army medical

corps and was sent to the front but the sight of so many casualties and the poor state of the medical

services available to the wounded soldiers led to him suffering from exhaustion and depression. He was

sent away from the front to recover his own health. It was during this period that André gave him the

birthday present of Simone reading a newspaper to him which we described above. Bernard was posted to

Neufchâtel in the Normandy region of northern France, then to Mayenne in the Loire region of northwest

France south of Normandy, next to Laval not far from Mayenne and also on the Mayenne river, and from

there to Chartres southwest of Paris. In each if these towns the Weils rented a house so that Selma and the

children  could  be  near  their  father.  After  the  war  ended  the  family  returned  to  their  home  on  the

Boulevard Saint-Michel in Paris in January 1919.

In 1919 André and Simone learnt  for the first  time that  they were Jewish. As André writes, this was

clearly quite a traumatic event. That their parents had been able to keep it from them until this time is an

indication of how well integrated the Jewish community was in French society. They had suffered none of

the frightening experiences that Selma had had in her youth in Russia. Bernard also had suffered from

anti-Semitism when he was younger and living with his parents in Alsace. André by this time was studying

at the Lycée Saint-Louis and beginning to receive unique educational opportunities. In 1920, at the age of

fourteen, he first met Hadamard. André later wrote [2]:-

The warmth with which he received me eliminated all distance between us. He seemed to me

like a peer, infinitely more knowledgeable, but hardly any older; he needed no effort  to

make himself accessible to me ...

When André  was awarded a  school prize he asked Hadamard to help him choose some mathematics

books and as a result he became the proud owner of Jordan's Cours d'Analyse and Thomson and Tait's

Treatise  of   atural  Philosophy.  He  received  a  special  dispensation  at  age  fourteen  to  take  the

baccalaureate  examination  although  the  official  minimum  age  to  take  the  state  examination  was

seventeen.  Although three  years  below the  minimum age,  he  obtained  the  highest  grades of  anyone

throughout France. Life at home had continued to be on the highest intellectual level [3]:-

... preferred topics of conversation at the Weils dinner table - music, literature, and André's

favourite hobby, the collecting rare editions of  Greek and Latin texts - were occasionally

held in the family's second languages, German and English. It was a highly cosmopolitan

family. Selma Weil, who had inherited a tidy income from her prosperous merchant father,
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loved to travel, and several times a year devised ingenious vacations for the family to enjoy

together. In fact one is bound to be struck by the variety of fashionable, luxurious vacations

the commanding Selma Weil  planned for  her  family. Spending substantial  sums on their

travel, the Weils took off, nor only on summer vacations but on any other major holidays -

Christmas, Easter, Pentecost, All Soul's Day - to a variety of  glamorous destinations, such

as biking trips in the Tyrol or hiking in the Black forest.

André spent a  year preparing for university entrance after taking the baccalaureate examinations, and

during this time he met Sylvain Lévi who was a leading scholar of Indian studies. He began his studies at

the école Normale Supérieure which he entered in 1922 and, once there, asked Sylvain Lévi for advice on

a book to read in the vacation. Lévi suggested that André read Bhagavad Gita saying [2]:-

Read this. First of  all, you cannot understand anything about India if  you haven't read it

and besides, it is beautiful.

This book had a  great  influence  on André  throughout  his life.  At  the  école  Normale  he  attended,  in

addition to mathematics classes, Jules Bloch's course on the Veda, Meillet's lectures on Indo-European

linguistics, and Sylvain Lévi's course on Meghaduta which is a poem by Kalidasa, one of the greatest

poets from ancient Indian times.

Simone wrote later about how she became depressed because of André's brilliance. One has to remember

that these words were written by a girl who was herself brilliant [3]:-

At fourteen I fell into one of  those fits of  bottomless despair that come with adolescence,

and I seriously  thought  of  dying because  of  the  mediocrity  of  my natural  faculties.  The

exceptional gifts of  my brother, who had a childhood and a youth comparable to Pascal's,

brought my own inferiority home to me.

Simone attended the Lycée Henri IV while preparing for university. There she was much influenced by

émile  Chartier  who was known by  his  pen  name  of  Alain.  In  1928  she  entered  the  école  Normale

Supérieure. In May of the following year her parents moved to a new home in Paris, to an apartment on

the Rue Auguste Comte. Although by this time André did not live with his parents, they reserved the top

floor of the apartment for him. Mrs Reinherz, Selma's mother, who lived with the Weils, died of cancer in

1929 at around the time they moved to their new home.

The biography of André Weil contains details of his life.

Here we briefly note what happened to the other members of Weil's family. Simone became a famous

philosopher although she was an anorexic who undertook hard physical labour at times almost to punish

herself. She also struggled with becoming a Roman Catholic, but there were certain aspects which she

could not accept such as unbaptised infants going to hell. Her violent opposition to Judaism meant that the

Old Testament part of Christianity was a huge stumbling block. Simone, together with her parents, fled

from the advancing German troops when they invaded France at the start of World War II. Before that

she had argued a pacifist  policy and she later suffered by seeing herself as part  of the reason for the

French defeat.  They reached Marseilles where they lived until May 1942. There Simone wrote  many

essays and continued her exploration of Christianity. From Marseilles the  three members of the  Weil

family sailed to Casablanca,  sailing from there  to New York in June. In November Simone  sailed to

London leaving her parents in New York. In London she worked for the Free French but became ill and

died on 24 August 1943. Basically she died from starvation. Bernard and Selma Weil returned to their

apartment on the Rue Auguste Comte in Paris at the end of the war. They then worked hard for the rest of

their lives copying out  Simone's manuscripts.  Bernard died in 1955 and Selma in 1965. André Weil's

family owned the apartment on the Rue Auguste Comte until the late 1990s.
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