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Awaiting me upon my return to Strasbourg were Henri Cartan and the
course on “differential and integral calculus,” which was our joint responsibility
- here I had escaped being saddled with “general mathematics.” We were
increasingly dissatisfied with the text traditionally used for the calculus course.
Because Cartan was constantly asking me the best way to treat a given section
of the curriculum, I eventually nicknamed him the Grand Inquisitor. Nordid I,
for my part, fail to appeal to him for assistance. One point that concerned him
was the degree to which we should generalize Stokes’ formula in our teaching.

This formula is written as follows:

/ w:/ dw
b(X) X

where w is a differential form, dw its derivative, X its domain of integration,
and b(X) the boundary of X. There is nothing difficult about this if for
example X is the infinitely differentiable image of an oriented sphere and if
w is a form with infinitely differentiable coefficients. Particular cases of this
formula appear in classical treatises, but we were not content to make do with
these.

In his book on invariant integrals, Elie Cartan, following Poincaré in
emphasizing the importance of this formula, proposed to extend its domain
of validity. Mathematically speaking, the question was of a depth that far
exceeded what we were in a position to suspect. Not only did it bring into
play the homology theory, along with de Rham’s theorems, the importance of
which was just becoming apparent; but this question is also what eventually
opened the door to the theory of distributions and currents and also to that
of sheaves. For the time being, however, the business at hand for Cartan and
me was teaching our courses in Strasbourg. One winter day toward the end of
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