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The book’s principal thesis is that mathematicians are mainly motivated by aesthetics, and
that this truth needs to be brought out into the open, if the abyss between the public (especially
schools) and mathematics is to be filled in. The point is good but, alas, not well argued.

I would find it easier to follow my distinguished colleague from Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, if
his aesthetic notions encompassed such sports as mountain climbing instead of orbiting endlessly
around “elegance”. There is a subtle contradiction in his writing: he repeatedly insists that
mathematics is an activity, that mathematicians are doers (as students want and ought to be),
but then seems to set his analytic sights on the aesthetics of contemplating a finished product

— what with “Mathworld”, “aesthetic distance”, and the principles of “minimal completeness”
or “maximal applicability”.

Professor King is no one-track mathematical nurd. He has read, listened, and stared widely
(perhaps even deeply) and delights the reader with allusions to well-known poets, musicians,
actors, and painters — not to mention great philosophers from Plato to Danto and Dickie. To
me (the former math prof) there is something irritatingly familiar in his tone, this mixture
of professorial narcissism with the glib erudition of a college journalist. It undermines the
author’s credibility and casts a shadow over the impressive range of his bibliography, especially
when he climbs the absurd heights of calling Ortega y Gasset “Mr. y Gasset” (sic thrice on
pages 206-207) and spoiling the metre in Keats’s famous line by consistently interchanging
“truth” and “beauty”. If I were a literary scholar, this would only confirm my prejudice against
mathematicians — too bad, since King (page 8) most wants to reach “educated people who are
comfortable with art, literature, and music but who are remote from mathematics”.

His vast extracurricular interests were bound to interfere with the maturing of his per-
spective on mathematics itself. Thus he does his beloved subject an additional disservice by
presenting the rather flat view of it which prevailed when he was in graduate school. In those
first heady years after Sputnik, professional recognition was available to almost anyone proficient
in the art of splitting hair according to certain — albeit demanding — rituals. In writing this,
I neither intend to corroborate Diego Rivera’s picture (page 6) of the mathematician as a “thin
man wearing rimless glasses . . . grave, awkward, and absorbed” nor to denigrate the work of
an entire generation, whose emphasis on axiomatics and formal logic was a historical necessity:
throughout much of this century, mathematicians were straining to drag their entire baggage
into the “paradise” created by Cantor and prematurely proclaimed by Hilbert (page 185). But
on the mathematics of King’s formative years, this effort has left a specific smell, which — grown
staler with time — unfortunately pervades the whole book.

In his chapter on C.P. Snow’s “Two Cultures”, King neatly divides humanity into types M
and N, the former standing for you-know-what, the latter for “Non-M”. He has obviously enjoyed
extensive contacts with the N-world, not only as an eclectic reader but also as Dean of Arts and
Science — yet these must have been unmarred by M. Otherwise it would be hard to explain
why this book, presumably written for N-types, makes such uninhibited use of formulas and
equations, the secret language of M. Since he abhors the role of mystagogue, which he tells us
M-types to shun, it must be that he (like Joe Doe) identifies mathematics with its notation, thus
unwittingly sweeping all pre-Cartesians under the huge N-carpet. Two persons are explicitly
banished to N-land: an unnamed sociologist at Lehigh U. and the famous encyclopaedist Diderot.
The former sees her arguments (about the nuclear accident at Three Mile Island) abruptly
unhinged by the differential equation dy/dt = −ky, thrown at her by a young physicist. Diderot
suffers similar humiliation in the well-known scene at the Russian court, where Euler stuns him



with a piece of meaningless algebraic mumbo-jumbo. Anyone who cracks open his Encyclopédie

would, however, hesitate to stick him with the N-label, because of his interest and competence in
geometry — a subject which had not yet lost its status as the epitome of mathematics. The lady
at Lehigh, too, might have been less baffled, if the physicist had drawn a graph of exponential
decay on his piece of paper. In fact, the equation he wrote is not indispensable for understanding
the process, and was probably more a professional reflex than a sign of deeper insight. King
does not seem to notice that, in its context, the physicists flourish was almost as non-sensical
as the bafflegab at St.Petersburg.

Before finally coming to the merits of the book, I must deal with one more misrepresentation:
the insinuation that mathematics is as lovely as poetry and as sweet as music, easily wafting
in and out of brains which are properly tuned. Hearing praise for Shakespeare’s sonnets and
Newton’s Principia all in one sentence always gives me a queasy feeling in the stomach. Though
officially of type M, I have to admit that, for me, a jump into mathematical work is a bit like a
dive into cold water: not always a pleasure to contemplate. It can be heavenly inside, I agree
— but to get there, the mind seems to require an uncommonly strenuous and sustained effort of
concentration. Even to the all-out addict it is probably more like main-lining than like dropping
a pill. Any book written for the deprived masses of type N should make this very clear — lest
it confirm their superstition about the innate nature of the “mathematical mind”, which they
believe they are lacking.

To get the meat of King’s message without being burnt by the condiments, you would do
well to skim large chunks at first reading: Chapter 3 (“Numbers”), which outlines the road from
Peano’s axioms to complex numbers; Chapter 5 (“Aesthetics”), which lengthily stakes a claim in
the nit-picking ranks of contemporary philosophers; Chapter 6 (“Aristocracy”), which zig-zags
between disgust and admiration for the cloistered clan of mathematicians; Chapter 7 (“Two
Cultures”), which revisits the Snow of yesteryear and identifies M as the culprit; and Chapter 9
(“Epilogue”), which reveals Robert Frost as the alter-ego of Jerry King. You might wish to slow
down for Chapter 8, which summarizes much of the book, and for Chapter 4, which argues that
the heart of “applied” mathematics is “pure”.

The nitty-gritty is found, this side of Chapter 3, under two headings: (a) mathematics
education is a total failure, (b) mathematics itself is publicly invisible — its very existence being
unknown. These are, of course, not unrelated. King almost missed his calling, because the
unrelenting drudgery and tyranny of school mathematics made the subject “just something you
endured for as long as you must”. The teachers themselves evidently “did not like mathematics,
. . . did not understand mathematics, and . . . did not believe mathematics important”. Nonethe-
less they never tired of preaching the gospel of its ubiquitous utility. Young Jerry had to go
beyond calculus (“yet another course in manipulation”), and stumble into an analysis course
outside his curriculum, where he was suddenly struck “like Saul on the road to Damascus” by
Truth and Beauty — and their wondrous relation to Reality.

So J.P. King became an analyst and published numerous contributions to his field, mainly
concerning the summability of series of functions by (infinite) matrices, i.e., functional analysis
of a rather concrete kind. And he began wondering about the “invisibility paradox”. “What is
there about mathematics that compels so many . . . to work at it with the fervor of dedicated
artists and yet keeps it . . . outside the experience of the rest . . . ?” He concluded that math was
always being presented “exactly the wrong way around”: drab utility first and beauty (if at
all) a distant second. His contribution to redress is this book not of but about mathematics,
deliberately written for non-mathematicians. In spite of its shortcomings, it is definitely worth

reading — if only for its many nifty observations, the most technical being that eπ

√

163 falls
short of an integer (namely 262,537,412,640,768,744) by less than .000000000001.


