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Interview with George Csicsery

Notices: How did you come to make this film?
Csicsery: The idea for this film came in 1998. 

Charlie Silver, a logician and a friend, sent me an 
email in which he summarized the idea of the film 
for me in a few enthusiastic paragraphs, beginning 
with �While waking up this morning, I had a flash 
of a math film � .� In the rest of his email he out-
lined much of what eventually went into the film.

Charlie had helped me a great deal while I was 
making N is a Number: A Portrait of Paul Erdo�s, 

and he�s worked extensively on the films of Errol 
Morris. He had been a student of Julia Robinson 
at Berkeley, and knew her. As he explained it, the 
story of how Hilbert�s Tenth Problem was solved 
came to life for me.

When I agreed that the story was compelling, 
Charlie flew out to California and we went to visit 
two people together. One was Constance Reid, the 
other Martin Davis. Both of them embraced the 
idea for a film and agreed to participate. In a sense, 
Constance, being Julia Robinson�s sister, became 
her surrogate in the film. This is not so strange if 

you consider that she had already written, or co-
written, Julia Robinson�s autobiography, Julia: A 
Life in Mathematics.

My main conceptual contribution was to tell 
the mathematical story inside the biography of 
Julia Robinson. And this proved to be the most 
difficult part�making the two parts move forward 
in tandem so that neither would subtract from 
the other.

Notices: How did you get interested in making 
mathematics films in general?

Csicsery: That�s a question I get often, since 
I�m not a mathematician and my understanding 
of mathematical ideas is rather primitive. Just as 
often, my official answer is that I�m a refugee from 
the social sciences looking for terra firma. And this 
is only half a joke, because in my lifetime there has 
been terrific erosion in the quality of work being 
done in what used to be called the social sciences, 
and more precisely the fields in which I was best 
trained�anthropology, sociology, comparative 
religions, and history. My interest in mathemati-
cians, rather than mathematics itself, was sparked 
by hearing and reading about individuals who had 
a passionate dedication to finding out things that 
might actually be close to truth. There�s a second 
part to this. My films about mathematicians are 
also films about people who found ways to over-
come the less pleasant aspects of life. Paul Erdo�s 
and Julia Robinson are both interesting exemplars 
of the life of the mind prevailing over the daily 
travails that consume most people.

Constance Reid was already a legend in math-
ematics, being the pre-eminent biographer she 
is. I always felt that she is an important part of 
the story in her own right, independently of Julia 
Robinson. Constance also had a wonderful col-
lection of photographs taken by their father. She 
made these and countless other artifacts available 
to the project.

George Csicsery is the producer and director of the film Julia Robinson and Hilbert�s Tenth Problem (see 
movie review, pages 573�575, this issue). The following is an interview with Csicsery, conducted on 
February 19, 2008, by Notices graphics editor Bill Casselman, University of British Columbia. 

George Csicsery filming in 1977.
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