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Virgil Snyder was born in Dixon, Iowa, on November 9, 1869. After receiving the M. Sc. degree from Iowa State 

College in 1889, he came to Cornell as a graduate student in 1890. In 1892 he went to Germany to complete his 

graduate study, and received the Ph. D. degree from the University of Göttingen in 1894. While at Göttingen he 

married Margarete Giesinger. Returning to Cornell in 1894 as Instructor in Mathematics, he became Assistant 

Professor in 1903, Professor in 1910, and Professor Emeritus in 1938.

Professor Snyder’s mathematical work entitles him to a place among the best of American mathematicians. His 

special field was algebraic geometry, and for thirty years he was the outstanding authority on the subject in this 

country. His early training in Germany and subsequent study in Italy gave him a mastery of the methods of 

these two great schools of geometry. Of his seventy odd published papers, about a dozen are registered as having 

made fundamentally important contributions in the field of algebraic geometry. These are concerned with the 

classification of ruled surfaces of order six, and with the study of involutorial tranformations in three-dimensional 

space.

The mathematical ability of Professor Snyder was well known to his American and European colleagues. He held 

various positions of importance in the American Mathematical Society, including editorship of its Bulletin, its 

vice-presidency and presidency. The University of Padua awarded him an honorary doctorate, and he was several 

times chosen as a delegate to international mathematical congresses. Probably the most definite recognition of his 

ability was his selection by the National Research Council as the chairman of a committee to prepare a bibliography 

on algebraic geometry. The resulting volume has proved to be an indispensible tool for workers in this field.

Of equal importance to his contributions to the body of mathematical knowledge was his success in spreading that 

knowledge. He was a joint author of four textbooks on calculus and analytic geometry. His skill and enthusiasm as 

a teacher are shown by the fact that forty students prepared doctoral dissertations under his guidance.

Professor Snyder was notably community-minded. Whatever the circle in which he moved, the University, its 

Department of Mathematics, the church, the city or the small group of closer friends with whom he lunched 

weekly during his later years, he was quietly considerate and quickly responsive, so that to an admiration for the 

wide range of his interests and the penetrating insight of his comments was quickly added a warm regard for the 

man and the comrade.
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