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Corrections
In the article “Online Journal Convergence Celebrates 10 Years” in the 
October/November issue, the credit for the photo of David Hilbert 
(below) should have read: Archives of the Mathematisches Forschungsin-
stitut Oberwolfach. On the contents page of the same issue, the publica-
tion date of the Ratdolt Euclid is 1482 (not 1485). 

Saved Films. Through a gift from the Simons Foundation, seven films made 
by the MAA in the 1960s have been salvaged and digitized. See page 30.
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2014–15 Project NExT Fellows 

Project NExT (New Experiences in Teaching) is a professional development program for new or recent Ph.D.s in 
the mathematical sciences. It addresses all aspects of an academic career: improving the teaching and learning 

of mathematics, engaging in research and scholarship, and participating in professional activities. It also provides 
the participants with a network of peers and mentors as they assume these responsibilities. To date, more than 1,500 
have participated in Project NExT. Shown above is the Gold 2014 cohort at MAA MathFest 2014. Below is a list of 
participants, arranged by MAA section of faculty appointment. 
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KNOWINGMATTERS

A career at NSA is no ordinary job. It’s a profession dedicated to identifying and defending 
against threats to our nation. It’s a dynamic career filled with challenging and highly 
rewarding work that you can’t do anywhere else but NSA.

You, too, can rise above the ordinary. Whether it’s producing valuable foreign 
intelligence or preventing foreign adversaries from accessing sensitive or classified 
national security information, you can help protect the nation by putting your 
intelligence to work. 

NSA offers a variety of career fields, paid internships, co-op and scholarship opportunities.

Learn more about NSA and how your career can make a difference for us all.

Excellent Career Opportunities 
for Experts in the Following:

Number Theory
Probability Theory
Group Theory
Finite Field Theory
Combinatorics
Linear Algebra

>>   Plus other opportunities
WHERE INTELLIGENCE GOES TO WORK ®

U.S. citizenship is required. NSA is an Equal Opportunity Employer.

MATHEMATICS   AT THE N ATIONAL S ECURITY A GENCY

Search NSA to Download

Rise Above the Ordinary

renew your membership 
maa.org

Payment Options 
for Renewing MAA 
Membership

If you have recently renewed your 
membership, you probably noticed 

that we have introduced a few new 
payment options that many of you 
have asked about over the years. For 
full-price MAA Members or Mem-
ber Plus Members, we now offer 
installment payments and automatic 
renewal. You will find these options 
on the checkout page when you 
renew your membership (see 

).
If monthly payment is an option, 

you will see a calculated monthly 
payment, which includes a small 
transaction-processing fee. Under 
Payment Options, you can choose 
to pay in full (previously the only 
option), pay each month with auto-
renewal, or pay in full with auto-
renewal.

If you choose the monthly pay-
ment option, your credit card will be 
billed monthly. Near the end of your 
membership year, you will receive a 
reminder that your membership is 
being renewed, along with a request 
to update your credit card informa-
tion (if necessary). 

If you choose to pay in full with 
auto-renewal, we will also send a 
reminder and request to update your 
credit card info.

The quickest way to renew your 
membership is online. At , 
click the LOGIN button, enter your 
Username and Password, then, from 
the My Profile page, click on the 
Renew Membership link (next to 
your MAA ID number). 

6 



Jim Angelo Hired as Director of Publications

In late November, Jim Angelo 
assumed the title of director of 

publications, held since 2007 by 
Ivars Peterson, who, as he tapers 
into retirement, will remain editor 
of MAA FOCUS through June 2015. 
Besides a taste for challenges and a 
readiness to dig in, Jim 
brings to the director of 
publications job expertise 
accrued over a 30-year 
career in publishing. 

Jim came to publishing 
through his love of litera-
ture, but he has worked 
primarily for scientific or 
medically oriented orga-
nizations. He got his start 
as the film review editor 
for the American Asso-
ciation for the Advance-
ment of Science’s Science 
Books & Films and was 
employed briefly by both 
the American Institute 
of Architects and NASA. 
The space agency taught him that, 
when editing technical texts, even 
small changes demand the utmost 
care. 

He spent the bulk of his career—
more than 23 years—as what he calls 
the “founding publisher” at Para-
lyzed Veterans of America (PVA). 
He built the organization’s publica-
tions program from the ground up, 
mastering as he did so the gamut 
of publications management from 
editorial and design to printing, 
marketing, and fulfillment. 

Among his accomplishments dur-
ing his time at PVA, Jim cites his 
involvement in the publication of a 
series of peer-reviewed, evidence-
based medical books for profession-
als and consumers in the field of 
spinal cord medicine. 

“I am very proud of the fact that in 
a small way I was part of a produc-
tion of books that helped care for 

people with spinal cord injury,” says 
Jim. “Being part of the effort to get 
evidence-based medical informa-
tion out there to the community was 
rewarding.”

Jim also derives satisfaction from 
the publishing process itself. “There’s 

a chance to be creative,” he says. 
“And I like the fact that at the end of 
the day you have a product.” A prod-
uct with the potential to improve 
the world—through education, in 
MAA’s case.

He is impressed with how varied 
and robust MAA’s publications pro-
gram is. As director, he is charged 
with ushering the program into the 
increasingly electronic future and 
boosting the revenue it contributes 
to the association’s operations. Jim 
says he will put some initial effort 
into fine-tuning existing publica-
tions processes to maximize efficien-
cy. He stresses that “part of going 
into the future is knowing what your 
audience needs.”

To gauge audience need, Jim plans 
to engage editors, authors, editorial 
boards, and rank-and-file members 
alike. What resources prove helpful 
in the classroom? How do professors 

decide which textbooks to assign? 
Are there mathematical publications 
that would not work well as e-publi-
cations? Ones that would especially 
benefit from electronic delivery? 
The answers to such questions will 
inform Jim’s decisions about how 

to use publications 
resources to best serve 
the MAA community.

The Joint Mathemat-
ics Meetings will afford 
him ample opportunity 
to interact with and 
orient himself to all 
things MAA, but he is 
also looking forward 
to catching a session or 
two between committee 
meetings. 

“I like to think of 
myself as a very curious 
person who likes 
learning,” Jim says. 
“That has been part of 
the attraction of these 

jobs I’ve had: I’m always learning 
something.” 

—Katharine Merow 
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Jim Angelo

“In Memoriam” Page

inmemoriam@maa.org
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Visiting Mathematician Reaches Out

Nancy Ann Neudauer spoke at her first MAA 
meeting—a spring gathering of the Wisconsin sec-

tion—when she was in high school. At the encourage-
ment of her Advanced Topics in Mathematics teacher, 

Wanda Bussey, 
the 17-year-
old Neudauer 
gave a talk on 
Georg Cantor’s 
diagonalization 
argument and 
the continuum 
hypothesis.

Active in the 
MAA at the 
section and 
national levels 
in the decades 
since, Neudauer 
spent this fall at 
the association’s 

Washington, D.C., headquarters as a visiting mathema-
tician. She focused on advancing the MAA’s efforts to 
engage in-service teachers in the type of problem solv-
ing practiced by mathematicians. 

MAA Involvement
Neudauer came to MAA headquarters with a history of 
involvement in—and improvement of—MAA activities.

An early Project NExT fellow, Neudauer began her 
career at Pacific Lutheran University in Tacoma, Wash-
ington. Neudauer first attended a meeting of the Pacific 
Northwest section in 1999, when she was invited to speak 
about her Project NExT experience. Her subsequent ac-
tions are widely credited with revitalizing MAA activities 
in the country’s upper left.

Neudauer brought outside speakers to the annual sec-
tion meetings: big names such as John Conway, Elwyn 
Berlekamp, Keith Devlin, and Jeff Weeks. She intro-
duced themed paper sessions that not only showcase 
mathematicians from as far away as Germany but also 
allow Pacific Northwest newbies to introduce them-
selves and their work. Instrumental in founding PNW 
Section NExT, a section-level extension of the national 
Project NExT program, Neudauer currently serves as its 
associate director. 

Neudauer represented the Pacific Northwest on the 
MAA Board of Governors from 2006 to 2009. In 2010 
she became director of the Dolciani Mathematics En-
richment Grants Program. The grants, funded by the 

Mary P. Dolciani Halloran Foundation, support math-
ematical enrichment programs for talented students 
in middle or high school. Her annual visits to MAA 
headquarters as grant administrator stoked Neudauer’s 
interest in coming to D.C. for a longer stay.

Outreach
Since her days as a graduate student at the University 
of Wisconsin, Neudauer has sought to share what she 
knows and loves about mathematics to those less famil-
iar with the discipline’s charms. 

While at Wisconsin, she worked with children in 
elementary and middle school in enrichment programs 
and summer camps. More recently, she spent three 
weeks in Cape Town, South Africa, teaching 55 graduate 
students from throughout Africa in a program spon-
sored by the African Institute for Mathematical Sci-
ences. 

Neudauer has also done outreach on behalf of her 
specialty, matroids. She coauthored with David Neel 
(Seattle University) a 2009 Mathematics Magazine 
paper called “Matroids You Have Known” (

), designed to introduce students and fellow 
mathematicians to what Gian Carlo Rota called “one of 
the richest and most useful ideas of our day.” 

After the paper appeared, Neudauer was asked to 
organize an invited paper session on the topic (MAA 
MathFest 2009) and then a two-day short course (Joint 
Mathematics Meetings 2011). Now there’s a book in the 
works—forthcoming from the MAA—with Neudauer as 
both editor and contributor.

PMET II?
As MAA’s visiting mathematician, however, Neudauer 
hoped to revisit her interest in building a better con-
nection between secondary and tertiary mathematics 
faculty, an interest too long relegated to the back burner.

“I never had intensive time to devote to ideas I had 
about what might work or what could be disseminated 
or replicated,” she says. 

Neudauer’s research into existing programs and 
materials fed nicely into work by an MAA-led group of 
partners to mount PMET II, a second go-round of the 
Preparing Mathematicians to Educate Teachers project 
that ran with NSF funding from 2003 through 2008. 
PMET II will focus on providing professional develop-
ment for in-service teachers to support implementation 
of the Common Core State Standards in Mathematics. 
It’s too early to lay out the particulars, but stay tuned. 

—Katharine Merow PH
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Neudauer
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Call for Proposals

Tensor Women and  
Mathematics Grants

Deadline for Proposals: February 12, 2015

maa.org/women-and-mathematics-grants

Tensor-SUMMA Grants 

Deadline for Proposals: February 12, 2015

maa.org/tensor-summa-grants

American Mathematical 
Monthly Launches Search 
for Next Editor

The Mathematical Association of America seeks to 
identify candidates to succeed Scott T. Chapman 

as editor of the American Mathematical Monthly when 
his term ends in December 2016. The search committee 
plans to make a recommendation during the spring of 

2015 so that the new 
editor can be ap-
proved by the MAA 
Board of Governors 
and begin handling 
all new manuscript 
submissions in Janu-
ary 2016. 

The new editor 
would be editor-elect 
during 2016 and 
would serve as edi-
tor for the five years 
2017–2021.

Questions about the 
position and its work-
load can be addressed 
either to the chair of 
the search committee, 

Paul Zorn ( ), or to the current Monthly 
editor, Scott Chapman ( ).

Each applicant should submit a résumé, names of three 
references, and a letter of interest that comments on 
both past experience and future vision for the Monthly. 
These should be emailed as attachments in Word or 
PDF format to Barbara Faires, MAA secretary (

). They can also be sent by postal mail to:

Barbara T. Faires, MAA Secretary
Box 15
Westminster College
New Wilmington, PA 16172

Nominations of outstanding candidates for editor can 
also be submitted directly to the MAA secretary.

MAA provides support for the editor’s work. Ques-
tions about support should be addressed to Jim Angelo 
( ), MAA director of publications.

Applications and nominations will be accepted until 
the position is filled, although preference will be given 
to applications received by late March. 

Chapman
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CUPM to Release Undergraduate Curriculum Guide
By Martha J. Siegel

The Committee on the Undergraduate Program in 
Mathematics (CUPM) is in the final stages of pre-

paring the 2015 CUPM Curriculum Guide to Majors in 
the Mathematical Sciences. As many in the community 
know, the roots of the CUPM go back to the beginning 
of the association in 1915. Over the years, reports from 
CUPM have helped to shape the mathematics major 
program as we know it today. A history of CUPM, 
samples of its previous reports, and the 2015 Guide can 
be found at . A downloadable brochure 
describing the new Guide is also available at that site.

The last Guide, done in 2004, addressed the full range 
of mathematics offerings, including general education, 
service, and major courses. This 2015 Guide focuses on 
the design of mathematics major programs, addressing 
the curricular demands of the wide—and widening—
variety of mathematics programs now found across 
the nation. (For a history of the mathematics major, 
see Alan Tucker’s article in the October 2013 American 
Mathematical Monthly.) 

Today, the ubiquity of mathematics in so many other 
disciplines requires a variety of approaches even as we 

preserve the essence of the traditional major. In fact, the 
very nature of the discipline and its attention to analyti-
cal thinking, problem solving, and creativity is what 
makes the study of mathematics such a valuable intel-
lectual experience for undergraduates.

Core cognitive and content goals provide the building 
blocks of all mathematical sciences major programs. 
Many math departments base their programs on interest 
in mathematics for its own sake. Nevertheless, there are 
so many opportunities for mathematically trained stu-

turned its attention to recommendations for the full 
spectrum of mathematics/mathematical sciences major 
programs. 

From reports at focus groups and from data col-
lected by College Board of the Mathematical Sciences 
surveys, we have found that since 2004, mathematics 
departments have expanded their scope, incorporat-
ing more statistics and probability, computing, discrete 
methods, and operations research. 

Indeed, we see that many mathematical sciences pro-
grams are becoming more applied and more interdisci-

10 



plinary. Such diversity of interest often leads to minors, 
concentrations, double majors, and interdisciplinary ma-
jors, as well as full, totally integrated majors in new and 

2015 Guide 
aims to help departments adapt their undergraduate cur-
ricula to this changing landscape while maintaining the 
essentials of the traditional mathematics major.

-
ciples in the 2004 Guide. Those principles, approved by 
the MAA Board of Governors in 2003 and reapproved 

2015 
Guide and can be found online ( ). 

Many forces can be expected to drive curricular 
change. The adoption of the Common Core State Stan-

-

students and will necessitate changes in the preparation 
of pre-service teachers. Two-year colleges have seen 
rising enrollments; many of their graduates transfer to 
four-year institutions. Of the students in four-year pub-

-

CRAFTY, and the American Mathematical Association 
of Two-Year Colleges (AMATYC) continue to provide 

years including developmental mathematics. 
Recent publications, such as that of the INGenIOuS 

students for the modern workforce ( ). 
-

ics, a project sponsored jointly by the Carnegie Corpo-

aims to effect constructive change in mathematics edu-
cation at community colleges, four-year colleges, and 
research universities ( ). Alternate pathways 
to the major are likely to develop.

New uses for mathematics in many disciplines have 
emerged in the decade since the 2004 Guide. The 
reports The Mathematical Sciences in 2025 (

) and Fueling Innova-
tion and Discovery: The Mathematical Sciences in the 
21st Century (n ), 
both publications of the Board of Mathematical Scienc-
es and Their Applications of the National Academies, 
explore new areas of the physical, biological, and geo-
physical sciences; and of engineering, computing, and 
social sciences in which mathematics plays an essential 
part. The 2015 Curriculum Guide focuses on undergrad-
uate programs that are mathematically intensive and 
makes recommendations on the mathematics major—in 
all its varieties. 

Some of those involved with the 
: (from left) Jenna Carpenter, Carol 

Schumacher, David Bressoud, Bob 
Devaney, Paul Zorn, and Martha Siegel.
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Today’s rapidly changing environment demands that 
the 2015 Guide be a dynamic document. There is a short 
printed version, to be published early in 2015. This will 
contain the following:

Introduction and overview; 
Course Area Study Group reports for the three 
course areas that CUPM has recommended be re-
quired in all major programs (calculus, data analysis, 
and linear algebra); 
Short reports on undergraduate preparation for 
graduate school; and 
Several reports on what we call “Beyond the Curric-
ulum” elements. Cultivating an exemplary program 
requires more than stipulating coursework require-
ments. The reports on articulation and placement, 
assessment, recruitment and retention, technology, 
undergraduate research, and departmental responsi-
bilities are beyond the curriculum, but they present 
considerations essential to the design of programs. 

An Evolving Document
Many open questions remain. CUPM suggests quite a 
few in the printed report; the community will surely be 
able to add to the list.

CUPM has placed online all Course Area and Program 
Area Study Group reports. More than 250 mathemati-

cians and scientists have con-
tributed to this resource 

thus far. The plan 
is to form virtual 

communities for 
the courses and 
the programs 
so that contrib-
uted comments, 
syllabi, projects, 

resources, and 
other pertinent in-

formation can sup-
plement and update 

the reports themselves. 
Some of these communities 

already exist as special interest groups (SIGMAAs), and 
others have a long online history (for example, the ordi-
nary differential equations group, ).

CUPM presents this Guide fully aware that in a chang-
ing mathematical world any static curriculum guide is 
necessarily incomplete and soon out of date. Therefore, 
CUPM recommends that the paper guides of the past 
be replaced by an evolving online resource. CUPM has 
decided to initiate every year or two the review and pos-
sible revision of at least one course area, program area, 

or other section of the Curriculum Guide. 
New sections might also be added in response to open 

questions identified in the 2015 Guide. For instance, an 
updated guide might describe viable alternatives to the 
standard calculus-based pathway to a mathematical sci-
ences major. This is an area under current study.
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and discuss its ideas with a thoughtful group of math-
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Moore conferences. 
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directed to me at the address below. 
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The 2015 Guide 
Aims to help 

departments adapt 
their curricula to 

this changing landscape 
while maintaining 
the essentials of 
the traditional 

mathematics major. 
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Topology Meets Chemistry

Insights and techniques from mathematics can play key 
roles in understanding molecular structures crucial 

to life. In an MAA Distinguished Lecture, Erica Flapan 
(Pomona College) outlined how this works.

Speaking at the MAA Carriage House in Washington, 
D.C., on September 22, Flapan sandwiched chemistry 
between the mathematical fields of geometry and topol-
ogy. In “Mirror Image Symmetry from Different View-
points,” Flapan underscored the importance of precise 
definitions, found humor in the pharmaceuticals indus-
try, and showed that even purest-of-pure mathematics 
can prove applicable to real-world problems. 

Flapan established early that mirror-image symmetry 
matters for reasons beyond the aesthetic. Even as we 
yearn for that perfectly balanced face we’re told will 
boost our attractiveness, we are, at a microscopic level, 
fundamentally asymmetric. 

“All biological things—like us—are made up of ori-
ented molecules,” Flapan said. Our amino acids all spiral 
in one direction, she explained, and are different from 
their mirror images. Just as a lefty reacts differently to a 
right-handed desk than to a left-handed one, an asym-
metric amino acid reacts differently to two molecules 
that are nonidentical mirror images of each other.

Take the painkiller Darvon. Its mirror image acts as a 
cough suppressant, which drugmaker Eli Lilly marketed 
as Novrad. Notice anything about the names of the two 
medications?

“Even a pharmaceutical company can have a sense 
of humor when it comes to mirror-image symmetry,” 
Flapan quipped.

Asymmetric molecules don’t always bless Big Pharma 
with lucrative two-for-ones, though. The mirror reflec-
tion of the anti-inflammatory Naproxen is toxic. Synthe-
sis typically results in a 50-50 mix of the two varieties, 
and separating the helpful molecules from the harmful 
ones costs drugmakers time and money.

Defining Symmetry
So with life, death, and megamillions riding on it, what 
exactly is mirror-image symmetry? Chemists use the 
word chiral to talk about the symmetry of molecules. 
“Chiral” comes from the Greek for “hand,” so a molecule 
that is chiral is, like a hand, different from its mirror im-
age. An achiral molecule is the same as its mirror image. 

Chemistry is slippery business, but geometry—the 
study of rigid objects—less so. Flapan defined a mol-
ecule as geometrically chiral if it cannot be rigidly su-
perimposed on its mirror image. Easy enough to show. 
But chemists care more about behavior in solution than 

freeze-frame appearance, and many molecules are not 
rigid. They have moveable parts or become increasingly 
flexible when heated. A molecule is chemically chiral, 
then, if it cannot transform into its mirror image.

Chemists often use plain “chiral” for both geometrical-
ly chiral and chemically chiral, but Flapan emphasized 
the need for the distinction. She walked her Carriage 
House audience through the (chemically possible) 
transformation of a geometrically chiral molecule into 
its mirror image. The molecule, synthesized in the 
1950s by Kurt Mislow (Princeton University, emeritus) 
expressly to establish the difference between geometric 
and chemical chirality, has two simultaneously rotating 
propeller-like appendages.

Jumping to the extreme opposite of geometry’s rigid-
ity, Flapan defined a molecule as topologically chiral 
if it cannot be deformed to its mirror image assuming 
complete flexibility. As an example of a molecule that is 
topologically and chemically achiral, but geometrically 
chiral, she offered a molecule modeled by two interlock-
ing individually asymmetric rings.

If a molecule cannot be deformed topologically into 
its mirror image, Flapan noted, it will not be able to 
chemically transform into its mirror image either. Heat a 
geometrically chiral molecule enough, Flapan said, and 
you might be able to force it into its mirror image form. 
Not so with a topologically chiral molecule, though. The 

Erika Flapan’s talk was part of the MAA’s Distinguished 
Lecture series, funded by the National Security Agency.
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modifications prohibited in topology—an object passing 
through itself, for instance—also don’t fly in chemistry. 

“The concept of topological chirality not only is useful 
in proving certain molecules are chiral,” said Flapan, 
“but it’s useful in telling us they’ll remain chiral [even 
heated]. So it has a further importance in chemistry.”

Three Nested Ovals
Flapan captured the relationship between the different 
sorts of chirality with a set diagram composed of three 
nested ovals. The set of geometrically achiral (achiral = 
symmetric, remember) molecules is the smallest, but all 
geometrically achiral molecules are chemically achiral 
and all chemically achiral molecules are topologically 
achiral.

The characteristic we care about, then—chemical 
chirality—is wedged between the two mathematical 
conceptions of chirality, not precisely characterized by 
either.

Nonetheless, topological chirality is a useful con-
cept for chemists. Since the publication of her book 
When Topology Meets Chemistry: A Topological Look at 
Molecular Chirality ( ), Flapan has 
been contacted by chemists inquiring about the topo-
logical chirality of molecules they’re studying. Given the 
demand for such information, topologists like Flapan 
adapt old tools—and develop new ones—to address 
these questions of molecular symmetry.

“So a lot of topology, which was originally thought of 
as being very pure, turned out to be useful,” she said. 

—Katharine Merow 

Schedule a Lecture for Your Section

ee 
maa.org/PolyaSections

R

eflapan@ponoma.edu

Dear MAA,
I went to the Combined Membership List (CML) on 
the AMS website and see that the MAA no longer 
participates. We’ve done this for years. Why quit?

Unlisted

Dear Unlisted,

maa.org

Dear MAA

“Dear MAA” is our regular column offering advice and 
information. Please send us questions, large or small, 
regarding the MAA and life as a mathematician. “Dear 
MAA” will answer as honestly as possible. Address 
questions to the attention of .

Membership Listings
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Lee Lorch, Equity, and the MAA
By Katharine Merow

When mathematician and civil rights activist Lee 
Lorch died in February (1915–2014), tributes 

abounded. Students, colleagues, friends, and relatives 
remembered Lorch as a fierce and tireless advocate for 
equity both in mathematics and in society at large. The 
same convictions that prompted Lorch’s campaign to 
desegregate Manhattan’s Stuyvesant Town—which cost 
him his job at the City College of New York—motivated 
him to encourage greater participation in mathematics 
by women and blacks.

In September Mary Gray (American University) and 
James Donaldson (Howard University) honored Lorch’s 
efforts at an event called “Social Justice, Mathematics, 
and the Legacy of Lee Lorch” ( ). 

Nashville 1951
At the event, held at MAA headquarters, MAA Execu-
tive Director Michael Pearson recalled how Lorch “tried 
to integrate the Southeast Section of the MAA.” 

Before 1951, no African American had attended a 
meeting of MAA’s Southeastern Section. But that year, 
when Nashville’s Vanderbilt University and Peabody 
College for Teachers played host, Lee Lorch, then chair 
of the mathematics department at Fisk University, came 
to the meeting with three black colleagues: Evelyn Boyd 
(later Granville), Walter Brown, and H. M. Holloway. 
The Fisk contingent enjoyed the scientific sessions with-
out incident.

The day before the meeting’s closing banquet, however, 
the chair of the local arrangements committee informed 
Lorch, who had reserved four seats, that no tickets 
would be issued to African Americans. He conveyed 
this information “using rather vulgar language,” Lorch 
reported in a 1994 talk (recounted in “The Painful Path 
Toward Inclusiveness,” A Century of Mathematical Meet-
ings [AMS, 1996]; ).

An affronted Lorch appealed first to then-MAA Presi-
dent Saunders MacLane, who was slated to speak at the 
banquet. When MacLane declined to withdraw from the 
banquet or at least express public disapproval of the dis-
crimination, Lorch and his colleagues wrote to the MAA 
Board of Governors and the AMS Executive Council. 
They requested insertion “into the respective bylaws of 
the two organizations explicit and effective protection of 
the rights of all members to participate fully, freely and 
equally in the affairs of the organizations without regard 
to race, creed or color.” The letter also appeared, with an 
introductory note, in Science on August 10, 1951.

The MAA Board of Governors did not change the by-
laws. Instead, it adopted a resolution in September 1951 
affirming its “steady intention” to conduct the affairs of 
the association without discrimination. Even as Presi-
dent MacLane consulted with section officers about how 
to best do so, Lorch again wrote to the board. He praised 

the spirit of the resolution, but expressed concern about 
its implementation.

“An absolutely essential prerequisite . . . is to require,” 
Lorch wrote, “that no meetings be held at any place 
unless prior assurance is received that there will be no 
discrimination, in the meeting rooms, eating places, 
teas, banquets, social functions, etc. . . . How can it be 
said that discrimination is being avoided if we do not 
take the elementary step of holding meetings only where 
such assurances are forthcoming?”

San Antonio 1993
Lorch criticized the MAA’s early efforts on nondiscrimi-
nation, but he lived to see the organization act in a way 
he saw as commendable. 

In November 1992 an amendment was added to the 
Colorado state constitution prohibiting policies that 
entitled homosexuals to minority or protected status. 
At the Joint Mathematics Meetings in January 1993, the 
MAA Board of Governors and the AMS Council—in an 
unprecedented joint session—passed resolutions that 
instructed the Joint Meetings Committee to move the 
1995 JMM from Denver to an alternative site.

“One of the reasons for this resolution is that the AMS 
and MAA have a duty to protect all participants at their 
meetings from possible discrimination,” read the mo-
tion.

Bill Hawkins (left) with Lee Lorch
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Applauding the move, Lorch wrote, “No longer would 
we meet where jimcrow rules or where overt sexism is 
proclaimed.” In the article “The Painful Path Toward 
Inclusiveness,” he went on to say

There is recognition of the obligation to meet where all 
our members can be comfortable, safe, and welcome. 
This was demonstrated by the overwhelming agreement 
to move the January 1995 meeting away from Colorado 
when that state adopted an amendment removing 
human rights protections from homosexuals. How 
different was that discussion from those of earlier years 
when some of us sought decent treatment for our Black 
colleagues!

Some would disagree with Lorch’s characterization of 
events. (A more extensive account appears in the Febru-
ary 1993 issue of FOCUS.) 

The 1995 Joint Meetings were ultimately held in San 
Francisco, but the relocation proved controversial. A 
July 1993 memorandum from then–Executive Director 
Marcia Sward catalogued the relevant correspondence 
received at MAA headquarters: two letters and 35 emails 
of support, 12 letters and four emails of complaint, and 
16 letters of resignation.

Some complaints quoted Leviticus; others mourned 
the politicization of the association, arguing that social 
activism has no rightful place in a professional society. 
The Texas Section even passed a resolution to that effect 
in April 1993. The section urged MAA “strictly to avoid 
committing itself and its membership to controver-
sial political positions to which the Association is not 

directly related.” 
Lee Lorch never hesitated to inject calls to social action 

into any mathematical discourse. When he received the 
MAA’s most prestigious service award at the Joint Math-
ematics Meetings in New Orleans in 2007, his written 
remarks raised question after uncomfortable question 
about the post-Katrina state of the meeting’s host city 
( ).

“The AMS homepage tells us only of Tulane—not of 
the several afflicted HBCUs [historically black colleges 
and universities],” Lorch wrote. “Perhaps no one in these 
institutions has submitted a report. Maybe they do not 
feel really part of the mathematical community. Why 
not? What is being done about it?”

Current MAA bylaws do include antidiscrimination 
language (see , Article II.5), but “the 
struggle continues,” as Lorch reiterated in his award 
response. 

“The issues that Lee fought so hard for in his life 
remain of central importance to our community,” 
Michael Pearson said during the Lorch tribute at MAA 
headquarters. “It behooves all of us to reconsider and 
recommit to these efforts.” 

Katharine Merow is staff writer for MAA FOCUS.
 

Online Extra
New York Times

http://nyti.ms/MK4t7b

http://bit.ly/1GwZSNK

Lorch’s Legacy
Members of the mathematical community have offered suggestions about what MAA and its members 
can do to continue Lorch’s efforts to achieve equity in mathematics.

“We can be more intentional in our classes at reaching out to students of color and female students, 
especially encouraging them to continue in the mathematical sciences.”  
—Talithia Williams (Harvey Mudd College), governor-at-large for minority interests

“Every mathematics department needs to take a ‘no excuses’ look at itself, and if it has a graduate 
program that is, for example, graduating men at twice the rate as women, make it a priority to examine 
the intramural reasons for that without saying, ‘Well, that’s about par for the profession,’ and come up 
with an implementable action plan to bring down existing barriers to move the numbers in the right 
direction as fast as possible.”  
—Robert Megginson (University of Michigan), governor-at-large for minority interests

“The MAA can do more to educate the math community by making a clear and compelling case for 
why diversity, including the LGBT community, is important for the health of the MAA organization 
itself, and the vitality of the mathematics community as a whole.”  
—David Crombecque (University of Southern California), LGBT Math Caucus
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Adventures of a Mathematician in Wikipedia-land 
By William Cherowitzo

I have spent years perfecting the glare. This nonverbal 
clue is meant to tell my students that I am serious and 

that there will be dire, unspecified consequences if they 
ignore what I am talking about. One must employ the 
glare sparingly or risk it losing effectiveness, but I always 
use the glare when I tell them to avoid Wikipedia as a 
reference for their written assignments. 

I, like most others who have not been living under 
a rock for the past decade, know that Wikipedia is an 
open online encyclopedia whose content can be added 
to/changed by anyone. Not, to my way of thinking, a 
reliable source for the technical mathematics that my 
students would be seeking. A few forays of my own 
confirmed that impression; I found a lack of precision, 
uneven writing, misleading statements, and even some 
factually wrong material.

As a second line of defense, however, in case the glare’s 
potency started to wane, I decided to roll up my sleeves, 
delve in, and right the wrongs I saw in Wikipedia. That 
was three years ago, and while I can say that, at best, I 
have barely scratched the surface of what I intended, it 

has been an eye-opening experience, with lessons that I 
want to share. 

When I started editing Wikipedia (WP) articles, I 
quickly learned about some core principles (called 
“pillars” in WP parlance) that I needed to align myself 
with. Years of preparing classroom lectures had gotten 
me into the habit of taking complex original material 
and restructuring it in various ways to make it more 
palatable for my students (like a mother bird feeding 
her chicks). Trying to do this in a WP article runs afoul 
of a prohibition on original research. Original mate-
rial, either novel ideas or interpretations of what is in 
the literature, cannot be sourced, and so should not be 
used. Thus, instead of providing my own simple self-
contained proofs of statements, I must find these proofs 
in the (secondary) literature, which I then paraphrase 
in order to avoid copyright violations and scrupulously 
provide the citations. 

This principle started out as a check against crank 
postings, but its scope and interpretation have grown. 
I consider it a buttress of another pillar of WP: 
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verifiability. Everything in WP should be directly checkable 
in reliable, published sources without the need of an editor’s 
intervention. Truth is not the lingua franca of WP; rather, it 
is whether the statements can be found elsewhere. 

WP has a strong egalitarian core; there are no experts, 
no pages are owned by anyone, and decisions, at least in 
principle, are to be made by a consensus of interested edi-
tors, whose usernames provide anonymity. It also means that 
you do not know if the edits you see are made by a seasoned 
veteran of the classroom or a raw neophyte. It takes a while 
to get used to having your sacred words—venerated by your 
own pupils—modified, mauled, reverted, and perverted by 
others. However, this is the avenue for improvement, an evo-
lutionary process that we hope leads ultimately to a better 
version of the encyclopedia.

In some respects, editing WP has been a very humbling 
experience. My eyes have been opened, and I see now that in 
some ways I held a very parochial view of some topics. Edi-
tors with different backgrounds bring to the articles view-
points that I never encountered in my mathematical studies. 

Even strictly within mathematical circles, I have been sur-
prised, more than once, by ardent debates over concepts that 
I didn’t even know were issues. Ranging from what a natural 
number is, to the real definition of a function (of one vari-
able even!) and all varieties of notation. Because WP relies 
on verifiability, any discrepancies in the literature will make 
their way into the articles, and such nuances will always have 
some avid supporters. 

What I Fix
One WP problem I perceived was the lack of coverage of 
some math ematical areas near and dear to my heart. This 
meant, of course, that I should write up the appropriate top-
ics and expand Wikipedia. I have added a few pages, but this 
is not how I spend most of my time. Rather than broaden-
ing WP’s scope by adding material that would interest only 
me and a couple of my mathematical cohorts (esoteric 
configurations in non-Desarguesian pro jective planes just 
doesn’t have mass appeal), deepening WP’s coverage by 
expanding articles that already exist seemed like a better 
avenue for me. 

Of course, doing this puts me into close contact with mate-
rial written by others, and it is natural to try to improve the 
organization, flow, and consistency of these articles that 
technically are put together by a committee. This means that 
I do much more copyediting (providing context, improving 
syn tax, correcting citations, etc.) than writing new mate-
rial. All those painful hours of correcting student attempts 
at communicating mathematics come into play here. My 
experiences helping students improve their writing skills 
have been more useful in my work on WP than my years of 
training as a research mathematician. 

Three Kinds of Errors
I am also concerned about errors in Wikipedia. I place errors 
into three cate gories. The easiest to deal with are the childish 
vandalisms; sticking “John loves Mary” into the middle of an 
equation or replacing a discussion of diffeo morphisms with 
“Math Stinks.” 

Since all past versions of a page are readily available, these 
are easy to fix. In fact, programs (called bots) patrol the 
pages and automatically fix these vandalisms. The bots aren’t 
perfect and sometimes take a while to get to the less-popular 
pages, so I spend a little time manually scouring pages and 
fixing these myself. 

A more significant error is committed when a contributor 
introduces an error that he or she believes is correct. These 
are, for the most part, caught by diligent editors who look at 
changes on pages they are watching. I watch about 400 pag-
es, but on a typical day only 20 to 30 of them have changes. 

The most difficult problems to deal with are the deliberate 
hoaxes and the inser tions of original research. Expertise in 
the subject matter of a page is needed to catch and correct 
these. 

Public Service
At this point I am hooked. I’ll never succeed in ridding WP 
of all its flaws, but the attempt to do so is an important 
service to the public on behalf of the mathematical commu-
nity. I would like to see more mathematically trained 
individuals get involved; there clearly is plenty of work to be 
shared. Students still need to know that WP is not an 
acceptable reference (even WP editors are not allowed to use 
WP as a reference!). Although it can be a good place to gain 
an insight into where students should be going, I won’t be 
retiring the glare anytime soon. 

William “Bill” Cherowitzo is professor emeritus of mathemat-
ics at University of Colorado Denver and is the current past-
chairman of the Rocky Mountain Section of the MAA. 

My experiences helping  
students improve their  
writing skills have been 

more useful in my work 
on WP than my years 

of training as a  
research mathematician. 
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CELEBRATING A CENTURY OF ADVANCING MATHEMATICS

Celebrating Begins for  
MAA’s First 100 Years

The Mathematical Association of America came into being 
during the last two days of 1915, when 104 men and women 

gathered on the campus of Ohio State University to found the 
new organization.With the approach of 2015, the MAA is gear-
ing up for its centennial celebration. The planning committee, 
led by Deanna Haunsperger and Stephen Kennedy, has spent the 
last several years preparing for the festivities.

The centerpiece will be MAA MathFest in Washington, D.C., 
August 5–8, 2015. Including one more day of sessions than 
usual, the meeting program is packed with prominent speakers, 
thought-provoking lectures, wide-ranging sessions, and special 
events and exhibits.

The MAA Centennial Lectures will feature a distinguished 
roster of six invited speakers: 2014 Fields Medalist Manjul Bhar-
gava (Princeton University), Carlos Castillo-Chavez (Arizona 
State University), Jennifer Chayes (Microsoft Research), Ingrid 
Daubechies (Duke University), Erik Demaine (Massachussetts 
Institute of Technology), and Karen Parshall (University of 
Virginia).

Special events include a centennial reception (followed by a 
Mathematical Vaudeville session orchestrated by Tim Chartier), 
evening theater and music performances, an art exhibit, an 
MAA history display, and a showing of the MAA centennial 
video. Former MAA presidents have been invited to give talks 
on their special areas of interest. The resulting session should 
provide a stimulating cavalcade of lectures on many issues fac-
ing the profession and the association.

Starting at JMM
Be sure to visit the MAA Pavilion at the Joint Mathematics 
Meetings in San Antonio to pick up your MAA centennial 
bookmark. There’s a sneak preview of the bookmark in this issue 
of MAA FOCUS (this page and the next).

Across the country, MAA sections plan to celebrate the cen-
tennial in a variety of ways throughout the year. 

The spring of 2015 will see the publication of a commemora-
tive volume titled A Century of Advancing Mathematics. Every 
MAA member will automatically receive an electronic copy of 
the book, accessible free from each member’s profile page. Hard-
cover copies will be available for sale to libraries and individuals.

The book will contain about 30 original articles covering a 
wide range of topics, from reviews of mathematical develop-
ments to pedagogy and aspects of mathematical culture and 
history. The list of all-star authors includes Bob Devaney, 
Andrew Granville, Robin Wilson, Joe Silverman, Frank Morgan, 
Michael Starbird, Rhonda Hughes, Gil Strang, Joe Gallian, Alan 
Tucker, Phil Davis, Jon Borwein, Dan Zelinsky, Bud Brown, Ken 
Ross, Jerry Alexanderson, Bonnie Gold, Bill Dunham, Leonard 
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Join us in 
Washington, D.C.,
for our Centennial 

Celebration

Mathematical sessions
run Wednesday morning
through Saturday evening

(August 5–August 8).

Registration opens March 1.

maa.org/mathfest

Found Math in Washington, D.C.

foundmath@maa.org IV
A

RS
 P

ET
ER

SO
N

Klosinski, and Karen Parshall. David Zitarelli has prepared 
a history of the MAA for the volume, which will also be 
published in the January 2015 American Mathematical 
Monthly.

In addition, you’ll see a commemorative centennial 
supplement to MAA FOCUS, which will be mailed to each 
eligible member alongside the usual April-May 2015 issue 
highlighting MAA MathFest.

In 1990, at the MAA’s 75th anniversary celebration in 
Columbus, Ohio, G. Baley Price (University of Kansas) 
described what the MAA meant to him. Price had been a 
member since 1926, served as president in 1957–1958, and 
spent more than 30 years on the MAA Board of Governors.

“The group of 104 men and women who met here 
planned well and wisely; the organization which they 
established has developed into a major society,” Price 
remarked. “Let us celebrate with lectures and with publica-
tions. Let us celebrate by renewing our efforts to share the 
Beauty and Power of mathematics with all people.”

That’s what MAA’s centennial celebration is all about. 

Online Extra

youtube.com/
watch?v=EiwzNL40mi0

Ameri-
can Mathematical Monthly.
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Photos from left to right: (1) “Spirale,” a piece of glasswork by glassblower Lino Tagliapietra in the Corning Museum of Glass in Corning, New York. Photo taken by Julian Fleron. 
(2) This sculpture by Terry Weldon, titled “River Stones,” is near the Ernest N. Morial Convention Center in New Orleans. Photo taken by Ivars Peterson. (3) A symphony of architectural 
geometry – the circular arches on the elevated walkway at Chandler-Gilbert Community College in Arizona. Photo taken by Joshua Brakensiek. (4) The Fibonacci sequence in a daisy. Photo 
taken by John A. Adam (Old Dominion University), an avid nature photographer and author of A Mathematical Nature Walk. (5) The “Hyperbolic Crochet Coral Reef” – temporary exhibit from 
2011 at the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History. Photo taken by Laura McHugh. (6) Borromean rings in a chained fence at the Basilica of San Lorenzo, Florence. Photo taken by 
Joel Haack on the 2012 MAA Mathematics Study Tour to Italy. (7) “Golden Blossoms, Pi Flowers.” Photo taken by Ivars Peterson. (8) The Rotunda of the Capitol Building, Washington, D.C. 
(9) A fallen leaf twists itself into a contoured, helical form as it shrivels. Photo taken by James Metz. (10) Kerry Sullivan creates a masterpiece to celebrate the season. Photo taken by 
Laura McHugh. (11) Artwork created by students in a Three-Dimensional Design Class at Green River Community College in Auburn, Washington. “Spoon Flower” is by student Olesya Sidorenko. 
(12) Bob Devaney (Boston University) presented this image during his three-part Earl Raymond Hedrick Lecture Series “Complex Dynamics and Crazy Mathematics” during MAA MathFest 2010.

See more great art work at http://www.maa.org/foundmath

2015

Join us for our much anticipated Centennial Celebration!

Get your copy of this 2015 calendar at the MAA Pavilion at JMM, San Antonio, January 10–13, 2015.
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Five Ways to Stage a Math Day 
By Deanna Haunsperger and Rebecca Swanson

At the Joint Mathematics Meetings last January, 
we (Deanna and Rebecca) ran a panel discussion 

about organizing and running a Math Days event—an 
event hosted by a college or university for local K-12 
students. These events vary so much in logistics, style, 
purpose, and outcomes that it would be difficult to 
make an overarching how-to manual; here, instead, we 
let our panelists share their experiences.

Bob Devaney
Boston University Math Field Days

For the past 20 years, Boston University has organized 
Math Field Days. These occur on two October Tuesdays, 
and each event brings around 500 high school students 
and teachers to campus for a day of activities designed 
to show the students new and exciting mathematics. 
Students come from area inner-city, suburban, and pri-
vate schools. Some teachers lug their students to Boston 
from as far away as Nantucket, Maine, and Connecti-
cut.
most other schools bring their students to campus on 
school buses, for which we provide parking.

Each Field Day features three 50-minute lectures on 
topics such as chaos, fractals, the Mandelbrot set, knot 
theory, and math and music. The goal is to show the 
attendees that there is much more to mathematics than 
the 4th-century B.C. geometry, 11th-century algebra, 
and 17th-century calculus they 
see before college. Many teachers 
return annually with a different 
cohort of students, and student 
evaluations indicate that they very 
much enjoy these events. 

A while back, BU questioned 
whether this endeavor was worth 
the expense of the food and 
parking involved, so we ran an 
exercise: We began raffling off BU 
T-shirts during the coffee breaks. 
To enter, students filled out a form 
that included their name and high 
school, and then our admissions 
department tracked how many of 
these students eventually enrolled. 
Remarkably, each year, 35 to 40 
Field Day attendees enrolled at 
BU, and most of them were very 
talented mathematics students. 

This event has been a great service to the high school 
math teachers who are often desperate to expose their 
students to new and exciting mathematics. And BU now 
greatly supports these events.

Justin Gash
Franklin College Math Day

Franklin College (FC) Math Day has developed a 
loyal following over the past 50 years. We envision the 
event as a time to engage both area high school students 
and teachers, so the event has aspects of recruitment, 
enrichment, and professional development. We usually 
have about 75 attendees from nine schools. 

The day is centered on two exam competitions, the 
scholarship exam (a multiple-choice exam to compete 
for FC math scholarships) and the Pólya exam (an 
introductory-level team competition). The two-hour 
exams run simultaneously, while teachers and Franklin 
faculty interact in discussions or presentations.

After the exam, visitors are given a coupon for free 
lunch on campus while exams are graded and award 
certificates printed. After lunch a 45-minute session 
usually includes a presentation by a Franklin faculty 
member, a Franklin student undergraduate research 
presentation, and a game show competition where stu-
dents compete for prizes. 

Ithaca College Math Exploration activities emphasize a hands-on approach. IT
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A few more tidbits:
1. We highly value participation of Franklin students. 

Student jobs include photographer, registration worker, 
grader, and exam proctor, and our students are highly 
encouraged to attend/participate in a presentation.

2. We print T-shirts for all participants and student 
workers. 

3. We prepare puzzles for students to work on during 
registration. Then we draw for additional prizes during 
the awards ceremony. We believe the more prizes, the 
better.

4. We enjoy local funding from Cooper Tires but also 
use departmental funds. With enough volunteers, a 
Math Day can be run very reasonably. The emphasis is 
on having a good time and seeing Franklin.

Teresa Moore
Ithaca College Math Exploration Day

Our math department invites all regional high schools 
to our weekday event each spring. Following registra-
tion, where students pick up their free T-shirts and sign 
up for exploration sessions, there’s a brief welcome, 
followed by two hour-long mathematical components: a 
very challenging competition and an exploration period. 

The team competition requires the 25–30 four-
member teams to take an hour-long 20-question exam. 
Teams submit only final answers (no work is shown!). 
This delights the students and makes grading faster and 
easier. While students are working on the test, teachers 
enjoy learning new mathematics that they can take into 
their classrooms and interacting 
with other teachers and Ithaca 
faculty. Students who don’t want 
to compete can do a lab-based 
computer exploration during the 
exam time. 

Following the competition, we 
have an hour for mathematical 
explorations. A few of the top-
ics take an hour, but many are 
15-minute introductions to non-
traditional high school subjects, 
which are very hands-on experi-
ences so students are discovering 
mathematics, not just hearing 
about it. Often, students create 
something to take with them. 

Sessions are run by Ithaca 
students and faculty. Engaging 
our own students in the outreach 
aspect of the day has been one of 

the best unexpected outcomes of putting on the event. 

Angela Spalsbury 
Youngstown State University MathFest

YSU MathFest is a one-day event held each fall to 
celebrate the beauty and power of mathematics with 350 
high school students from northeastern Ohio and west-
ern Pennsylvania. Our goal is for students to leave with 
the idea that mathematics is much bigger than what they 
have learned in high school. 

Students are given opportunities to participate in sev-
eral competitions:

Prior to the festival, students can create a statistical 
poster and/or essay to be displayed and judged in 
separate contests the day of the event.
A Mixed Team Competition is held where teams 
composed of students from different schools work on 
brainteaser-type problems. 
Individual students may complete the difficult Chal-
lenge of Champions math test.
Students work as a team with their classmates in a 
Mathbowl on high-school level problems.

Gift cards and trophies are given as prizes.
YSU mathematics faculty present most of the work-

shops, but some are hosted by YSU mathematics majors. 
Throughout the years, students have been exposed to 
a wide range of topics, such as computer vision, medi-
cal imaging, probability, environmental mathematics, 
modeling of brain activity, and origami. Additional 

Youngstown State University MathFest includes several competitions and workshops.YO
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large-group activities have included Calculus, the Musi-
cal!, presentations by alumni, and a panel discussion by 
YSU students.

Teachers are provided with their own space (with 
refreshments) for the day where they often grade and 
catch up with colleagues. Some attend the workshops. 
Most of the funding comes from private donations. Stu-
dents are charged a $5 registration fee and, in return, are 
given a “YSU Mathematics” T-shirt. Each participating 
school arranges transportation to and from the event. 

David Strong
Pepperdine Math Day

Pepperdine Math Day, our eighth annual this year, has 
two main purposes: to promote interest and reward ex-
cellence in mathematics and science; and to increase the 
interaction between Pepperdine and local high school 
faculty and students. 

The three main parts of the day are: (1) a competitive 
written exam (45 questions, multiple choice, 90 min-
utes); (2) a math-related talk by an outside speaker (re-
cently we have had speakers from JPL and Disney/Pixar) 
or talks by our faculty and students; (3) an awards as-
sembly, which includes prizes for individuals and teams 
for the math exam. The assembly is upbeat and fun, with 
math information and trivia to catch the excitement of 
mathematics.

The 200 to 250 students from several local high schools 
come by bus or private car. While students are taking the 
exam, the visiting faculty and parents have refreshments 
and participate in a discussion led by a Pepperdine fac-
ulty member. Some adults choose to explore campus on 
their own and enjoy the ocean view. The adults partici-
pate along with the students in the afternoon sessions 
with the speaker and awards assembly.

We’ve solicited nice prizes from software and calcula-
tor makers. Pepperdine pays for refreshments, packets, 
and a variety of prizes for the awards assembly. In the 
end, while an event like this is more work than I had 
ever imagined, it is well worth the effort.

These five examples of successful math days can 
provide us with ideas—and lessons—for creating such 
events at our own institutions. Thank you to the con-
tributors for the advice they have shared. 

Deanna Haunsperger is with the Department of Math-
ematics at Carleton College, Minnesota, and Rebecca 
Swanson is at the Colorado School of Mines.

Williams College

Tenure Track, Mathematics
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Interview » Gerald J. Porter, Part I
Professor of Mathematics, University of Pennsylvania

Interviewed by Kenneth A. Ross

As a project for the 2015 centennial 
of the MAA, members of the history 
subcommittee of the MAA centen-
nial committee have been inter-
viewing prominent members of the 
mathematical community. The full 
interviews will be available on the 
MAA website; excerpts from selected 
interviews are appearing in MAA 
FOCUS.

The excerpts here are based on an 
interview that took place January 4, 
2009, and subsequent responses by 
Jerry Porter.

Kenneth A. Ross is an emeritus 
professor in the Mathematics Depart-
ment at the University of Oregon.

When did you get interested in math-
ematics?
I have been interested in mathemat-
ics for as long as I can remember. 
After being in first grade for about 
a month, the teacher took me to the 
principal’s office and asked me to 
write the numbers from 1 to 100. I 
assume I did this correctly because 
they then moved me to second 
grade. I always considered myself to 
be a problem solver, and I thought 
that I was good at mathematics. At 
Princeton, I considered majoring in 
other fields, such as economics, but 
always came back to mathematics.

…
My class at Princeton was one 

of the last in which private school 
students outnumbered public school 
students. Most of my classmates 
were better prepared than I. So-
cially, it was a tough environment 
for a Jewish kid from Rahway [New 
Jersey]. 

As a freshman I took the honors 
calculus course from Emil Artin. . . . 
Artin was a very strong personality 
and a demanding teacher but always 
a wonderful teacher. As a sopho-
more I had calculus first from John 
Milnor and then from Willie Feller. I 
absolutely loved Feller’s course, and 
that course convinced me to be a 
math major.

…
You got your bachelor’s degree at 
Princeton and your Ph.D. at Cornell. 
How were those experiences?
The chair of the Princeton math 
department was Albert W. Tucker 
(see MAA FOCUS, June-July, 2014, 
pp. 16–19). He believed that there 
should be a gulf between under-
graduate mathematics and gradu-
ate mathematics. For example, the 

algebraic topology course was 
“cut-and-paste topology” as opposed 
to homology theory. Typically, 
Princeton graduates were generally 
unprepared to be graduate students 
at Princeton. . . . 

In my class there were only six 
math majors, and Fred Richman was 
the only other one who went on to 
an academic career in mathemat-
ics. So, my undergraduate studies 
there didn’t prepare me well for 
graduate school despite the fact that 
I had courses from faculty such as 
[Norman] Steenrod and [Sigurdur] 
Helgason.

Between my sophomore and junior 
years at Princeton, I worked for an 
insurance company. This was sup-
posedly training in actuarial science, 
but my job was to sort IBM cards. 
During that summer the company 
installed an IBM 650 computer, and 
that got me interested in computers. 

During my freshman and sopho-
more years at Princeton, my student 
job was as a moving man, moving 
furniture and refrigerators. With my 
newfound “expertise” in computing, 
I became responsible for night op-
erations at the university computer 
at the Forrestal Center. The state-of-
the-art computing at Princeton at 
that time was a card-programmed 
calculator consisting of an IBM 
accounting machine connected to 
a reproducing punch and a printer. 
This was located in an old green-
house which, as you might expect, 
often overheated. Every job was 
run three times, and if the answers 
agreed on two of the three runs, they 
were pronounced correct.

During my sophomore year I had 
taken a “design of experiments” 
course from John Tukey and a sta-
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tistics course from Sam Wilkes. As a 
junior, I took a course in numerical 
analysis from Phil Wolfe and wrote a 
junior paper on numerical solutions 
of differential equations. Basically 
this was a theoretical paper on vari-
ous quadrature formulas and their 
error terms. There was no facility, 
other than desk calculators, that 
could have permitted me to actu-
ally investigate the properties of the 
solutions.

Between my junior and senior 
years, I worked for IBM in New 
York City. The memory on the IBM 
650 computer was a drum. Pro-
grams needed to be written that 
could minimize computation time 
by storing data in locations on the 
drum that could be delivered “just 
in time” rather than waiting for a 
drum revolution. My job, that sum-
mer, was to write trig subroutines 
that ran as quickly as possible on 
that computer.

At Princeton, meanwhile, research 
computing had moved from the 
Forrestal Center to the original Von 
Neumann computer at the Institute 
for Advanced Study. I was respon-
sible for evening operation of this 
computer. The memory for the Von 
Neumann computer consisted of 32 
CRTs, each with a 32 by 32 grid of 
points (i.e., 1024 32-bit words). We 
monitored the CRTs on an oscillo-
scope. One had to do this constantly. 
If the program got into a very tight 
loop, it could burn out one bit in 
each of the CRTs. This would be a 
very expensive failure.

As a senior, I enrolled in an intro-
duction to mathematical econom-
ics course taught by Harold Kuhn. 
This course touched a bit on linear 
programming, game theory, and the 
like. Kuhn was my senior thesis ad-
viser and my thesis was an empirical 
test of several start-up algorithms 
for solving linear programming 
problems. This was done on the 
Institute machine. It may have been 

the first Princeton 
senior thesis that 
was done using a 
digital computer. 
The actual algorithm 
used to solve the 
linear programming 
problem was one due 
to Ford and Fulk-
erson. I have been 
told that my thesis 
was the first time 
that algorithm was 
programmed for a 
digital computer.

When it came 
down to choosing a 
graduate program, I 
was initially unde-
cided between pure 
and applied mathematics. Computer 
science did not exist in those days. 
If it had, I might have gone into 
computer science. I was accepted at 
both NYU (Courant) and Cornell. 
(I believe that a recommendation 
from Feller played an important part 
in my being accepted at Cornell.) 
Eventually I decided that applied 
mathematics (as I perceived it at that 
moment) was too limiting a field, 
and I chose to go to Cornell.

I was at Cornell from 1958 to 1963. 
Cornell was an ideal program for 
me. On the whole I was on a par 
with my fellow graduate students. 
In my first year, I was able to fill the 
gaps in my education with point 
set topology from Isaac Namioka, 
algebra from [Israel] Herstein, linear 
algebra from Bob Heineman, and 
advanced calculus from R. P. Agnew. 
Of course, the best students were 
the Cornell undergraduates such as 
Barbara Osofsky. At the same time, 
I was a teaching assistant in courses 
taught by Mark Kac and Gil Hunt, 
both of whom were excellent men-
tors.

. . .
You worked with Bill Browder, with 
whom I enjoyed working when he was 

AMS president. Any further comments 
about your thesis work?
I was his first Ph.D. student. My 
thesis was on secondary Whitehead 
products. It led to a series of papers 
on what I called wedges of spheres. 
It is interesting that recently those 
papers have been discovered and are 
the basis of current work on toric to-
pology with applications to robotics.

Peter Hilton, Israel Herstein, and 
Paul Olum were also important 
influences at Cornell at that time. 
After Cornell, I was an instructor 
at MIT for two years (1963–1965). 
MIT was a fantastic place for a 
young topologist to be. Frank 
Peterson, George Whitehead, and 
Dan Kan were at the heart of a very 
active group of topologists. 

I accepted a job at Penn (Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania) beginning in 
1965, but my wife, Judy, needed to 
spend another year in Cambridge 
to finish her thesis at Harvard. As 
a result I applied for and received 
an ONR postdoc at Brandeis. Penn 
gave me a leave of absence for my 
first year.

Judy and I were lucky that we were 
both able to get academic jobs in 
the Philadelphia area, at Bryn Mawr 
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and at Penn. We each spent over 40 
years on these faculties. 

The Penn mathematics department 
under Hans Rademacher had been 
a very classically oriented depart-
ment. Oscar Goldman became 
the chair in 1962 and was given a 
mandate to change this focus. As 
a result, in the few years before I 
arrived, Dick Kadison, Gene Calabi, 
Albert Nijenhuis, Andrew Wallace, 
and Peter Freyd had been among 
those who joined the department. 
Herman Gluck and I both arrived 
in 1966.

You’ve been at Penn a long time. Tell 
me more.
I feel very fortunate to have been at 
Penn. I’ve had four or five careers 
here. 

In the beginning, I focused on my 
research.

Between 1958 and 1966, I had no 
interaction with computers. At a 
party in 1966, Herb Wilf and I be-
gan speaking about using comput-
ers to help students learn calculus. 
That year we each began teaching 
“computer calculus.” At that time, 
all university computing 
was done on a mainframe 
several blocks away from 
the math department. 
We set up a room in our 
building with IBM key 
punches. The students used 
Fortran, which was punched 
on cards that were trucked to 
the computer center and run 
overnight. The output was de-
livered back the next day. This 
was a very time-consuming activity. 
If a student made a key punch error, 
he or she might have to submit a 
program several times before get-
ting an answer.

Because of my use of computing, 
I became active, served on, and 
chaired university-wide and school-
based computer committees. 

In 1980, I became associate dean 

for computing in the School of Arts 
and Sciences. When I assumed this 
position, the school had three labs 
of microcomputers (TRS80s and 
Commodore PETs) and spent about 
$200,000 a year on research com-
puting. Almost no one had access to 
email.

I continued in that position until 
1990. These were very exciting years 
to be involved with computing. 
When I left the position, almost all 
faculty had a PC on his or her desk 
and used email. Research comput-
ing was done on a million-dollar-
plus supercomputer. Computer labs 
for students to use were located all 
over campus. This was a very satis-
fying period in my career.

There is a parallel thread to my 
computing activities. . . . I had been 
running a project called the Interac-
tive Mathematics Text Project for 
the MAA. This was funded by IBM 
and NSF to the tune of perhaps $3 
million. The aim of the project was 
to encourage the use of computer-
based interactive math texts. 

When I stopped being associ-
ate dean, I thought 
it was time for me 
to do what I had 
been encouraging 
others to do. Dave 
Hill at Temple 
and I submitted a 
proposal to FIPSE 
[Fund for the 
Improvement of 
Postsecondary 

Education] for 
the creation of an interactive 

linear algebra text. The proposal was 
funded, and we authored Interactive 
Linear Algebra: A Laboratory Course 
Using Mathcad. 

This book was published by 
Springer and, although it is current-
ly out of print, can be downloaded 
from my website. The idea was to 
use active learning to improve the 
learning of linear algebra and reten-

tion of that knowledge.
Dennis DeTurck was the principal 

investigator on a mathematics-
across-the-curriculum project. 
When he became department chair, 
he asked me to take over the project. 
One of the most difficult aspects of 
such proposals is dissemination. To 
deal with this, I created an online 
journal, the Journal of Mathemat-
ics and its Applications, or JOMA. 
At some point I realized that this 
needed to grow beyond our project 
or else die. At that point the journal 
was taken over by the MAA, and 
David Smith became the editor.

. . .
Since 1992 I have been heavily 

involved with governance at Penn. 
From 1992 to 1995 I was chair-elect, 
chair, and past-chair of the Penn 
Faculty Senate. In 2001–02, I served 
a second term as past-chair when 
the designated past-chair resigned to 
become an administrator.

In 2000–01, I chaired a task force 
that considered the entire issue of 
privacy of personal information. 
The report of that task force led to 
the university ceasing to use So-
cial Security numbers as student 
identifiers and eventually to Blue 
Cross stopping the practice as well. 
In addition, Penn became the first 
school to create the position of chief 
privacy officer.

More recently, I’ve chaired the 
university’s social responsibility 
advisory committee. This committee 
advises the trustees on the voting of 
social action proxies. In particular, 
the work of this committee led to 
the trustees’ decision not to invest in 
any companies that were related to 
the genocide in Darfur.

. . .
In summary, it’s been great to keep 

changing careers without changing 
jobs. 

Part II will appear in the February-
March 2015 issue of MAA FOCUS.
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Knowing vs. Measuring: Doing the Scholarship
By Steve Kennedy

Last winter I participated 
in the tenure review of 

a junior colleague, watched 
with interest as Miguel 

Cabrera defeated Mike Trout in 
a close American League Most 
Valuable Player contest, and read a 
draft version of Curtis Bennett’s and 
Jackie Dewar’s Doing the Scholarship 
of Teaching and Learning in Math-
ematics. It could just have been the 
temporal proximity of these experi-
ences that led me to see analogies 
between them, but I think there are 
real connections.

Measuring
First, and most frivolously, the 
baseball: There is a huge, fascinat-
ing, and contentious debate going 
on in baseball these days that we 
might characterize as traditional-
ists versus statheads. Even if you are 
not a baseball fan, you might know 
about this from the movie and book 
Moneyball. 

Baseball players have traditionally 
been measured by their batting aver-
ages, home runs, and runs batted 
in. All of these are easy to count, 
have obvious meaning, and have 
value that is clear to even the most 
casual baseball fan. All are limited 
as a measure of what they ostensibly 
represent: the player’s contribution 
to his team winning the game. 

For example, batting average is a 
rough proxy for the frequency at 
which a batter gets on base, but it 
does not count walks, or reaching 
base on an error; it values a single 
and a triple identically; and it ig-
nores certain outs that achieve other 
(good) outcomes, such as advancing 
another baserunner. 

None of these three stats cited even 
tries to measure baserunning skill, 
or the ability to reach base by walk 

or error, or defensive prowess. 
A number of more advanced statis-

tical measures of a baseball player’s 
performance are in use today. WAR, 
Wins Above Replacement, is one 
such. It attempts to measure the to-
tal (batting, defensive, baserunning) 
contribution of a player to his team’s 
success. 

In 2012 Mike Trout, the young 
centerfielder for the Los Angeles 
Angels, posted a WAR score that 
was among the two dozen highest in 
modern baseball history. That is out 
of tens of thousands of individual 
seasons. 

In the same season, Miguel Cabre-
ra led the league in all three of the 
traditional statistics: batting average, 
home runs, and runs batted in. This 
is, in baseball lingo, called winning 
the Triple Crown. It had happened 
only 15 times previously in baseball 
history and not since 1967. Cabrera 
had a batting season among the best 
of all time, but he is a slow runner 
and not a very good fielder. 

WAR (and other advanced statisti-
cal metrics that include baserunning 
and defense) rated Trout’s season 
as very strongly more valuable than 
Cabrera’s. The debate over the MVP 
award was widely portrayed as a 
battle between crusty, tradition-
bound baseball old-timers against 
basement-dwelling, smart-aleck 
nerds. 

Essentially the same thing hap-
pened in 2013. Cabrera dominated 
the old-fashioned offensive catego-
ries; Trout led the league in WAR, 
again by a wide margin.

Recognizing
On campus, as I watched my young 
colleague teach and evaluated her 
performance, I thought about this 
baseball controversy and wondered 
about the wisdom of the exercise I 
was engaged in. I teach at an institu-
tion where quality of instruction is 
the primary criterion upon which 
faculty are evaluated. And our 
measurement instrument consists of 

Miguel Cabrera of the Detroit Tigers and Mike Trout of the LA Angels were 
competing in 2013 for Most Valuable Player Award in baseball. They represent 
two mindsets for judging quality work.
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sending in grizzled, gray-bearded 
veterans to watch and decide if they 
like what they see. 

I wanted something I could 
measure. (Oh sure, we do a student 
opinion survey, but I want to di-
rectly measure learning and teach-
ing.) Essentially we were a bunch of 
Potter Stewarts (“I know it when I 
see it.”), and I yearned for a bunch of 
Nate Silvers (who, famously, knows 
it only when he can measure it).

Miguel Cabrera won consecutive 
MVP awards, which, to a scientist, is 
the wrong result reached by listen-
ing to experts instead of data. Base-
ball awards are not so important. 
But getting my colleague’s tenure 
decision right has real human and 
institutional consequences.

Researching the Difference
Bennett and Dewar’s book on the 
scholarship of teaching and learn-
ing (SoTL) came as a revelation to 
me as I wrestled with the difference 
between knowing good teaching 
(or baseball) and measuring good 
teaching. It is designed as a primer 
for mathematics faculty interested 
in doing research in teaching and 

learning. It describes how to ask 
a good question, how to design a 
study, how to analyze the results, 
and how to get your results into 
print in the literature. It is a unique, 
and uniquely valuable, resource for 
mathematics faculty who wish to 
make a transition from traditional 
mathematics research to pedagogi-
cal research. 

In the first four chapters Bennett 
and Dewar describe the principles 
and procedures of engaging in SoTL. 
These chapters are informative and 
enlightening. 

The next 13 chapters are inspiring. 
They describe individual studies 
by mathematics faculty who tried 
an innovation in a course and then 
tried to quantify and measure its 
effect on learning. 

One very nice feature of all 13 
of these essays is that the authors 
are all cognizant of their volume’s 
intended purpose as instructional 
manual for neophyte scholars of 
pedagogical research. Thus, each au-
thor shares information about mo-
tivation, stumbling blocks encoun-
tered, resources discovered, how to 
find colleagues and collaborators, 
and how they got their findings 
into print. That is, these essays are 

not just reports on how to improve 
teaching and learning, but they are 
also case studies on how to conduct 
and report your own experiments.

 Despite the volume being de-
signed for faculty embarking on a 
professional turn toward SoTL, it 
has great value for anyone teaching 
mathematics. 

In one of the case studies, Rann 
Bar-On, Jack Bookman, Benjamin 
Cooke, Donna Hall, and Sarah 
Schott describe their transitions 
from good to reflective to scholarly 
teachers. Roughly, a good teacher 
seeks to motivate, challenge, and 
support his students; a reflective 
teacher thinks about what went 
wrong and tinkers with her ap-
proach; a scholarly teacher designs 
scientifically valid experiments of 
her pedagogical ideas and imple-
ments them.

Wherever you are in this tax-
onomy, there is much that you will 
learn from this volume. There are 
dozens of implementable pedagogi-
cal ideas that will inspire you here. 
You will learn much about how to 
measure their effectiveness in your 
own classes. You will be energized to 
go into your class tomorrow and try 
something exciting. 

Books like this are the reason the 
MAA has a books program —so that 
MAA members can come together 
and participate in a national conver-
sation about improving the teaching 
and learning of mathematics. 

Steve Kennedy is the MAA’s senior 
acquisitions editor. Contact him at 

.
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MAA Films Digitized with Simons Foundation Gift
By Carol Mead

I am pleased to announce 
that by the time this 

issue reaches you, a film 
digitization project that the 

Archives of American Mathemat-
ics has been working on for several 
months in collaboration with the 
MAA will be finished and online for 
you to enjoy. 

In May 2014, the MAA received 
a generous gift from the Simons 
Foundation to digitize seven films 
the MAA made in the 1960s, featur-
ing prominent mathematicians. 
George Pólya, David Blackwell, 
Solomon Lefschetz, A. S. Besico-
vitch, Marston Morse, and Mark 
Kac lecture in classroom settings 
on a range of subjects, while in one 
film Richard Courant’s colleagues 
describe his influence and work, and 
he himself lectures on soap bubbles 

and minimal surfaces. Titles are 
Let Us Teach Guessing; Predicting at 
Random; Fixed Points; The Kakeya 
Problem; Pits, Peaks, and Passes: A 
Lecture on Critical Point Theory; Can 
You Hear the Shape of a Drum?; and 
Göttingen and New York: Reflections 
of a Life in Mathematics. 

The Briscoe Center for American 
History, where the AAM is located, 
had the privilege of digitizing these 
historically valuable films with the 
Simons Foundation funds. Stored 
for years in the basement of the 
Washington, D.C., headquarters in 
old film cans, these reels, though not 
in ideal condition, were salvageable. 

Scanned and Organized
Using the best audio and visual reels 
from each film, the Briscoe Center’s 
A/V archivist made high-quality 

digital scans and created tables of 
contents, which allow the viewer 
to jump to specific sections in the 
films.

You can view the films on the 
Digital Collections page of the AAM 
(

), under the 
link “Mathematical Association of 
America Records: 7 MAA films.” We 
welcome your comments about the 
project and the films! 

Carol Mead is the archivist for the 
Archives of American Mathematics, 
located in the Research and Collec-
tions division of the Dolph Briscoe 
Center for American History on the 
University of Texas at Austin campus. 
Contact her by email (

) or by phone (512-
495-4539).

Positive Identifications of Halmos Photos
Once again, many of you contributed to the Paul Halmos 
Photograph Collection project. “Thank you” to everyone who 
responded with answers to the photograph mysteries in the 
October/November issue.

[5745] Numerous people emailed to identify Donald E. Kibbey 
(left) of Syracuse University, and Preston C. Hammer, who was 
at Pennsylvania State University at the time Halmos snapped 
the picture.

[11] I received a number of responses to this photograph. The 
occasion is the 1986 International Conference of Mathemati-
cians in Berkeley. Moving left to right in the back row: Craig 
Hodgson, Igor Rivin (William Thurston was another sug-
gestion, but snapshots online make a strong case for Rivin), 
David Epstein, and Robert Meyerhoff. In the front are Geoff 
Mess (blue backpack, plaid shirt) and possibly either Cameron 
Gordon or Jim Cannon. Do you know who this is? Please let me 
know if you have any corrections to these identifications. 

[10904] Finally, “Trombi” (left) is Peter Trombi, now retired 
from the University of Utah.

5745
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10904
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Melencolia Magic
By Ed Pegg Jr.

It’s the 500th anniversary of 
Albrecht Dürer’s engraving 

Melencolia I (shown on page 
3 and at 

), which includes 
an image of a magic square, so in the 
puzzles on this page, we celebrate 
magic squares. 

Puzzle 1: Consider the two 3x3 
squares at right. Fill in the empty 
spaces in the second square so that two 
numbers that share a row or column 
in one square do not share a row or 
column in the other square. 

Puzzle 2: Consider the two 4x4 
squares at right. Fill in the empty 
spaces so the two numbers that share a 
row, column, or main diagonal (north-
west to southeast) in one square do not 
share a row, column, or main diagonal 
in the other square.

The rows, columns, and diagonals in 
the second puzzle provide a way for 16 
golfers to play in teams of four over five 
events so that any pair will be in the 
same foursome exactly once. 

This is an example of the Social Golfer 
Problem with a perfect solution; for 
more information, see the article “So-
cial Golfer Problem” from Math Games, 

In a magic square, the total of the 
numbers in each row, column, and 
diagonal is the same. The square 
shown to the left is a detail from a 
the engraving 

online at  
or the Wolfram Demonstrations 
Project on the problem, at 

. (See more about 
Steiner systems.)

Would you like to keep going? 
Try filling in a pair of 5x5 squares 
so that the rows, columns, and 
wrapped left diagonals, where the 

edges of the board are considered 
connected.

For a 7x7 square, consider it as a 
toroidal grid and use all diagonals. 

Solutions are online at 
. 

Ed Pegg Jr. produces the blog  
.

1 2 3 4

5 6 7 8
9 10 11 12

13 14 15 16

4 9
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Stirring Up a Winner with Coffee and Math
Reviewed by David A. Huckaby

Coffee, Love, and Matrix Al-
gebra is a delightful work of 

fiction that chronicles the events 
of a mathematics department at a 
university in Rhode Island over the 
course of roughly a year. Can there 
be entertainment value in a book 
whose principal characters are math 
professors? Believe it or not, this is 
a page turner: The reader becomes 
emotionally invested in the 10 to 
15 central characters, while humor 
abounds throughout.

Many of the familiar ingredients of 
academia are present. Faculty spar 
with administrators, and faculty 
spar with faculty. In this particular 
department the author has created 
essentially two groups: an energetic 
society of junior faculty engaged in 
exciting research, mostly in applied 
mathematics, statistics, or both, and 
a smaller collection of senior faculty 
who no longer or never were doing 
research. Members of the latter 
group for the most part stand in the 
way of the various initiatives that the 
younger faculty propose and strive 
to realize. Which group will exert its 
influence more?

The main character is the very self-
absorbed Jeffrey Albacete, whose 
fame in mathematics academia is 
due completely to his very popular 
textbook Matrix Algebra, now in 
its ninth edition. Jeffrey is content, 
knowing that he is regarded inter-
nationally as an expert in matrix 
algebra. In Jeffrey’s opinion, the 
International Linear Algebra Society 
puts too much emphasis on linear 
algebra. The breakaway Internation-
al Matrix Algebra Society, of which 
Jeffrey is a founding member and 
past president, puts the emphasis in 
the right place—on matrix alge-
bra—and holds his textbook Matrix 
Algebra in high esteem. (This is 

academic math humor done right.) 
Jeffrey enjoys looking over all of the 
editions of his influential textbook. 

He also enjoys drinking coffee. Part 
of his routine is to walk to the cam-
pus gym, spend a few very leisurely 
minutes on the exercise bike, and 
then head over to the Daily Grind, a 
campus coffee shop. While he waits 
to order coffee, he counts the num-
ber of customers ahead of him in the 
queue and estimates the number of 
bricks on the wall. He muses about 
how humans start with counting 
and then progress to advanced top-
ics like matrix algebra. (Readers who 
share Jeffrey’s counting compulsion 
might want to count how many 
blueberry muffins he consumes over 
the course of the story.)

Humor in Humanity
Fortunately, most of the abundant 
humor in the book derives neither 
from mathematical compulsions 
nor from the perceived strange-
ness of mathematicians. Most of the 
characters would be at home in any 
intellectual line of work, and much 
of the book’s humor is founded in 
the characters’ humanity, especially 
in their relationships with each 
other. Numerous ironic comments 
and observations, ranging from ex-
plicit to subtle, focus on characters’ 
foibles and interactions; the best of 
these remarks are worthy of Austen 
or Trollope. 

So although it is undoubtedly help-
ful, one need not be a math profes-
sor to enjoy the book. Granted, 
plenty of the mirth derives from 

the absurdities of academia, and 
the story delights those of us on the 
inside because it paints an accurate 
picture of our work lives. Thank-
fully, however, perhaps even this 
academic humor can find an audi-
ence beyond the ivory tower: When 
situations arise that might be opaque 
to outsiders, the author devotes a 
paragraph to spelling things out.

The characters who receive the 
most favorable treatment in the 
book—including those outside 
the university—are young, bright, 
driven, and for the most part, tech-
nologically proficient. Their home 
is scientific computation, broadly 
defined, as they work to both ad-
vance and disseminate knowledge. 
One character who does not dwell in 
this realm is Alex the dog, who, like 
Snoopy, doesn’t talk but has powers 
beyond those of the typical canine. 
Another nonhuman character is 
perhaps the author’s favorite: Wol-
fram Research’s Computable Docu-
ment Format. It is lauded through-
out, to the point that on more than 
one occasion someone conjectures 
that MathWorks must be sweating 
bullets.

Most of the main characters have 
good intentions. The characters 
frequently offer each other (and us) 
a healthy dose of simple wisdom, 
such as to view the vagaries of life 
not as problems but as opportuni-
ties. Over the course of the story, the 
optimistic and energetic characters 
do exert an influence on the pessi-
mistic and moribund, but exactly 
how I will leave to the reader to 
discover. This is an enjoyable read 
and highly recommended. 

David A. Huckaby is an associate 
professor of mathematics at Angelo 
State University, San Angelo, Texas.

Coffee, Love, and Matrix Algebra 

Book Review
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My Uncle’s Books
By Fernando Q. Gouv a

In my capacity as editor of 
“MAA Reviews,” I see a lot 

of mathematics books writ-
ten for the perhaps-mythical 

“general public.” To my mind, some 
of them have very little real mathe-
matics in them, spending their pages 
instead on excited talk about pos-
sible applications, pretty pictures, 
or stories about mathematicians. 
Others seem to be at the opposite 
extreme, so seriously mathematical 
that it’s hard to see how they can be 
accessible to the intended audience. 
In thinking about these books and 
their reviews, it’s easy to begin to 
wonder whether there is any point 
to writing such books in the first 
place. But then I remember my 
uncle’s books.

My father was a lawyer, very much 
a humanities type. He loved litera-
ture. All his life he wrote poetry. I 
grew up hearing him retell stories, 
recite poems, and comment on 
books. Both my parents had learned 
a good bit of mathematics in school, 
but had never found it exciting, so 
there were few mathematical stories 
told at our dinner table.

My uncle Clovis, however, was 
an engineer, a builder of roads and 
bridges. Of necessity, his math-
ematical education was far more 
extensive. This being Ancient Times 
before the ubiquity of computers, he 
had to know how to compute. He 
never told me whether his respect 
for mathematics went beyond 
considering it useful, but there was 
enough love that he bought math-
ematical books and then loaned 
them to me.

I remember two of his books viv-
idly. I read both of them in my early 
teens, but I don’t remember in what 
order. The first was by a Brazilian 
mathematics teacher whose early 

ambition was to publish articles 
on recreational mathematics. He 
found, however, that newspapers 
and magazines had little interest in 
publishing his pieces. So he came 
up with an inspired idea, creating 
a fictional character, Malba Tahan, 

who wrote originally in Arabic. 
Tahan told stories with an Arabian 

Nights setting in which mathemati-
cal problems were posed and solved. 
Of course, Júlio César de Mello e 
Souza did not even know Arabic 
(though he eventually learned). 
But the smokescreen worked, and 
the mathematical columns of the 
“great Persian scholar” were a huge 
success. Even today, many Brazil-
ians will recognize the name “Malba 
Tahan,” but very few will know his 
real identity.

My uncle owned a set of Tahan’s 
books, but the one he lent me first 
was the important one. It was called 
The Man Who Counted (well, the lit-
eral translation would be “The Man 
Who Calculated,” but the transla-
tors into English chose “counted,” 

so let’s go with that). It tells many 
stories about Beremiz, a magically 
gifted calculator who could unravel 
any mathematical riddle you threw 
at him. The whole thing is set in a 
dreamy romantic atmosphere, with 
sheikhs on camels, damsels in veils, 

minarets, and mosques. It’s easily 
digestible, and lots of fun. If that was 
indeed the first book my uncle lent 
me, he must have been encouraged 
by my reaction.

The other book he loaned me was 
much more serious. It was (the 
translation into Portuguese of) 
Mathematics and the Imagination, by 
Edward Kasner and James R. New-
man. Boy, did I fall in love!

Kasner and Newman’s book is a 
“popular mathematics” book. Origi-
nally published in 1940, it is perhaps 
a bit more dense and serious than 
today’s offerings. The book begins 
with a fascinating chapter called 
“New Names for Old” whose theme 
is “easy words for hard ideas.” I read 
about such ideas as “transcendental 
numbers,” “simple curves,” “simple G
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groups,” “radicals, hyperradicals, and ultraradicals,” 
“googol and googolplex,” and “turbines.” 

Some of these words are, of course, standard math-
ematics. Others are just plain weird. I don’t think I ever 
figured out what the “turbines” were all about. (They 
were some kind of generalization of circles with orient-
ed points, I think.) The hyper and ultra radicals were 
about solving equations: since the quintic is not solv-
able by radicals, we can create other functions that can 
be used to solve them. This might have been inspired 
by Klein’s book The Icosahedron, but I’m not sure.

The next chapter grabbed me the hardest. It was “Be-
yond the Googol”: a discussion of infinity that went as 
far as to introduce countable and uncountable sets. The 
notion of different sizes of infinity was hard to resist. 
I remember trying to explain it to friends, with little 
success.

There followed chapters on famous numbers, non-
standard geometries, topology, combinatorics, prob-
ability, paradoxes, recreational mathematics, and 
eventually calculus. I’m pretty sure I didn’t understand 
most of it. I remember the first two chapters vividly, 
and I remember being utterly confused by the calculus 
chapter. But it didn’t matter. I had discovered that 
mathematics was beautiful, and that’s not something 
you can forget. I guess those popular mathematics 
books do have their uses! 

Fernando Q. Gouvêa is the editor of “MAA Reviews” on 
. The Man Who Counted (Norton, 1993) is still 

in print. Mathematics and the Imagination is available 
from Dover. They are still worth reading. Give them to your 
nieces and nephews.
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