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On a letter of Paul Lévy to Maurice Dumas
Marc BARBUT' and Laurent MAZLIAK?

As a complement to the previous documents, we publish a letter written by Lévy to a past
student of his at the Ecole Polytechnique, Maurice Dumas who followed his lectures in 1919.
This letter was transmitted to us by courtesy of Denis Bayart, from the Centre de Recherches en
Gestion of the Ecole Polytechnique.

Maurice Dumas (1898- 1993) was an engineer of the Navy and more precisely the chief
engineer (Ingénieur en chef de I’artillerie navale) at the time of the letter. A friend of Maurice
Fréchet, he had published in 1955 a volume of the collection Application of mathematical theories
devoted to the question of sampling. The preface of this volume had precisely been written by
Fréchet. For details on the important réle played in France by Dumas to adapt modern probability
theory to industrial production, one may read an interesting paper published by Denis Bayart’.

Lévy’s letter answers to a Dumas’ (lost) letter. In the latter, Dumas probably informed Lévy
of a conference or of a paper he published where he apparently expressed all his admiration for
Lévy’s work.

The letter appears as a good testimony of Lévy’s messy memory who did not really know
what was and was not contained in his 1919 text (which he besides could not find any more ! ).
Moreover, it gives one direct expression of how he had felt that his work on probability was not
considered with a sufficient esteem by the mathematicians. In fact, there is a slight exaggeration
in Lévy’s way of considering Borel, Hadamard and Fréchet on the same ground. If the first two
had certainly some difficulty to classify probabilities as mathematics, it is hard to have the same
discourse about Fréchet. In the edition of Lévy’s letters to Fréchet®, the reader may see how
Fréchet seemed to willingly expect Lévy’s comments on his works. This was not like a sign of
contempt.
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