
Maths Advent Calendar 2020 

Book Recommendations 

There is a good reason why I limit my Goodreads activities to placing books on shelves and 
giving them half-hearted star ratings; I was born to be neither a reviewer nor a recommender of 
literature. When suggesting to other people what they might borrow the next time they visit the library, 
my vocabulary seems to shrink about ten-fold, in that all I can stutter is along the lines of, “Well, you 
know, _____ is such a good book. I loved it. It’s really, really good.” However, I have this feeling that 
without a list of book recommendations, the Maths Advent Calendar would be hopelessly incomplete. 
Hence, here I am, trying to put one together. I hope that, if you manage to get over my unconventional 
freestyle of recommending, it will be of some value to you. 

Paul J. Nahin – An Imaginary Tale: The Story of the Square Root of Minus One 

I must confess that the first time Nahin ambushed me with the words, “Run it through a hand 
calculator…”, I almost bade the book an anything but fond farewell and moved on to the next title on 
my substantial to-read list. Run it through a hand calculator? This was supposed to be a book 
on Mathematics? What sort of rigorous mathematical reasoning was tapping a few values into a 
machine masterly designed for nothing more than quanta-generated approximations? However, 
aghast as I was, I decided not to put the book down, and, with hindsight, I know that I did the right 
thing. On the one hand, Nahin’s unorthodox approach towards Mathematics might allow for such 
atrocities as I have just mentioned, but it also means that Nahin, lacking the obsession about 
mathematical cleanliness and niceness, is willing to deal with those aspects of the development of the 
field that are not conventionally beautiful but that nonetheless carry significance. In other words, if 
gaining a wide variety of perspectives is your aim, Nahin is your man.  

Charles Seife – Zero: The Biography of a Dangerous Idea 

Even right after finishing this book, in the phase in which my opinion on whatever I have read is 
the least affected by other opinions I later gather elsewhere, when asked whether I would recommend 
it to a peer, it took me some contemplation before I answered, and the “yes” I uttered clearly implied 
a “but”. Undoubtedly, Seife had done his research thoroughly, and I was unable to find any fault with 
the book resulting from it. Nonetheless, I still had the feeling that I could have been provided with a 
little more matter and a little less art, and that out of all the “popular” books on Mathematics I had 
encountered, this was the one for which the label was the most appropriate. When asking myself 
whether to include the book on my list of recommendations, my answer was no different than it had 
been two months before, a “yes” followed by a “but”. I do recommend that you give the book a try, 
but perhaps not with the expectation of honing your mathematical skills. Instead, imagine yourself in 
the position of the five-year-old you, eager to listen to a good story with a good ending, and take the 
occasional spark of Mathematics for a bonus.  

William Dunham – Journey through Genius: The Great Theorems of Mathematics 

I only read this book this Summer, but my memory of it has already faded somewhat. Looking 
at the Contents, I now recall that it was a good book. It took me on a well-rounded tour through the 
history of Mathematics, and it showed to me even those discoveries which, although significant in 
their contribution to the field, somehow have not found their way into the conventional perception of 
it. (How many of us have heard of the quadrature of the lune or of the solution to the general cubic at 
school? You must admit that neither concept is so advanced as to be omitted from the syllabus on the 



Maths Advent Calendar 2020 

grounds of complexity.) For that reason, I would certainly recommend that you give the book a go. 
You might not end up jumping with joy, but a satisfied smile per chapter is almost guaranteed. 

Roger Penrose – The Road to Reality: A Complete Guide to the Laws of the Universe 

If Penrose’s creation was to be genuinely regarded as the popular book it has been labelled as, 
we would likely have to redefine the term “population” as “all those people who are half-way through 
their undergraduate degree in Mathematics”, or at least so I, an average secondary-school Maths 
enthusiast, felt when munching my way through the tome. With ease, I would understand 
approximately the first third of each chapter, the second third would give me a hard time, but I would 
still have a working idea about the concepts being piled on me, and, during the attempted absorption 
of the last third, I would be entirely at sea. However, what little I did comprehend (or claim to have 
comprehended), intrigued me so much as to eventually have me arrive at the last page. I am glad that 
I got there. And my view on what I did not comprehend? Although not necessarily today or tomorrow, 
I am set to catch up. Hence, let us hope that one of those prestigious seats of learning I am applying 
to will say yes so that I can do so with the guidance I seek. 

Douglas R. Hofstadter – Gödel, Escher, Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid 

Reading Hofstadter’s work was, I believe, my second or third encounter with the phenomenon 
of the Man and His Book (the first being James Joyce’s Ulysses, and I am at two minds as to whether 
to deem Neil Stephenson’s Cryptonomicon as another instance), and I enjoyed every single bit of it. 
I loved the prose, I loved the dialogue, I loved the music scripts (which I understandably had to google 
the auditory version of to experience them in the way the author had intended for), and I definitely 
loved the turtles. However, what I valued most of all was the fact that I was scraping only the surface 
of what was being presented to me and that, someday, I could come back and uncover more and more 
and understand more and more… But never all of it, of course. Gödel’s Incompleteness Theorem is 
not called the Incompleteness Theorem without reason! In other words, if you are the person to 
appreciate what I have just clumsily described, feel free to go ahead and fetch a copy of the book for 
yourself. It will not let you down. 

Well, that is all I have on offer today! I have tried to present to you in the truest light possible all 
of the five mathematically oriented “popular” books I have made the acquaintance of in the past two 
years. (I have, indeed, also read The Brief History of Time and Death by Black Hole, but those, 
although giving one a similar conviction about one’s nerdiness, would probably not fit in as well on 
the list.) Whether or not you decide to endorse my recommendations anyhow, please at least consider 
them, for even that would mean the world to me! Moreover, if you have any more or less 
mathematically focused “popular” book you have particularly enjoyed, make sure to let me know! 


