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BOOKSHELF
A man is known by the books he reads. —Emerson

New and Noteworthy Titles on Our BookShelf
October 2016

Suggestions for the BookShelf can be sent to notices-
booklist@ams.org. 

We try to feature items of broad interest. Appearance of 
a book in the Notices BookShelf does not represent an 
endorsement by the Notices or by the AMS. For more, visit 
the AMS Reviews webpage www.ams.org/news/math-in-
the-media/reviews. 

Calculating the Cosmos: How Math-
ematics Unveils the Universe, by 
Ian Stewart (Basic Books, Octo-
ber 2016). Ian Stewart’s 217 pub-
lications in MathSciNet™ include 
around eighty books, thirty of 
which have made him one of the 
best-known mathematicians on the 
planet, namely, his popularizations. 
He has a knack for lucid and elegant 
prose that exposes the simplicity 

in mathematical ideas and describes how they arise in 
science, technology, and everyday life. In his latest book, 
Calculating the Cosmos, Stewart turns his attention to 
examining the fundamental role mathematics has played 
in the investigation of astronomical and cosmological 
phenomena. As he puts it in the book’s introduction, “The 
story of space exploration and the story of mathematics 
have gone hand in hand from the earliest times.” The book 
begins with the chapter “Attraction at a Distance,” which 
discusses gravity, starting with the ideas of Aristotle, 
passing to Newton’s fundamental insights, and ending 
with Einstein’s general relativity, all the while showing 
how mathematical advances spurred scientific ones, and 
vice versa. Stewart brings clarity and conciseness to this 
oft-told story—the chapter runs just fifteen pages. The 
other eighteen chapters discuss such topics as the ori-
gins of our solar system, planetary orbits, the origins and 
composition of comets, the composition and evolution of 
stars, and space exploration. 

Things to Make and Do in the 
Fourth Dimension: A Mathemati-
cian’s Journey Through Narcis-
sistic Numbers, Optimal Dating 
Algorithms, at Least Two Kinds of 
Infinity, and More, by Matt Parker 
(Penguin, July 2015). Matt Parker 
has an unusual job title: stand-up 
mathematician. A stand-up co-

median and a mathematician, he has become well known 
to devotees of the Numberphile videos produced by his 
fellow Australian, Brady Haran. In the many Numberphile 
videos in which Parker appears, he brings out the fun 
side of mathematics, and he does the same in his book 
Things to Make and Do in the Fourth Dimension. While 
it covers some of the usual topics one might find in a 
popular mathematics book, such as Platonic solids and 
Cantor’s diagonalization argument, there are plenty of 

lesser-known topics as well, such as tiling in three dimen-
sions, mathematical card tricks, and the classification of 
finite simple groups. Parker’s objective is not so much to 
instruct as to encourage readers to take a hand at trying 
some math problems, and having fun with them.

Chaotic Fishponds and Mirror Uni-
verses: The Strange Maths Behind 
the Modern World, by Richard Elwes 
(Quercus, paperback, 2016). Origi-
nally published in 2013, this book 
has now come out in a paperback 
edition. Elwes, a mathematician 
at the University of Leeds, is the 
publicity officer of the European 
Mathematical Society and author 

of five books popularizing mathematics, including Maths 
1001: Absolutely Everything that Matters in Maths (2010) 
and Maths in 100 Key Breakthroughs (2013). “Even the 
most entrenched math-hater has an awareness that it 
plays a central role in today’s world,” he writes in the 
introduction to Chaotic Fishponds and Mirror Universes. 
“But that is where the details are likely to become hazy… 
yes, important, but where exactly is it used, and in what 
ways?” This is the question Elwes sets out to answer in 
the book. He devotes one chapter apiece to thirty-five 
scientific and technological phenomena—from population 
growth, to weather prediction, to social networks—and 
exposes how greatly our understanding of them depends 
on mathematics. Elwes’s own enthusiasm for mathematics 
and irreverent sense of humor can be seen in a video in 
which he sings a song he wrote, The Grothendieck Song, 
while accompanying himself on the piano; the link is on his 
website at  https://richardelwes.co.uk/2015/01/02/
the-grothendieck-song/. 
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