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mathematicians”. I would agree with that. In the book
under review, Krantz collects almost 500 such stories
grouped loosely under the headings: Great Foolishness;
Great Affrontery; Great Ideas; Great Failures; Great
Pranks; Great People. There is an index with all the names
mentioned in the book, names ranging from Archimedes,
Euclid, Euler to Atiyah, Grothendieck, von Neumann to
Clint Eastwood, Art Garfunkel and Brooke Shields.
Krantz has an engaging style of writing and none of the
stories is mean-spirited. Some of the stories I had heard
before with some differences, often significant. In his
preface, he writes: “My title is not meant to suggest that the
stories contained herein are in any sense unreliable or
fabricated. Rather, the title is meant in part to attract the
potential reader’s attention and in part to suggest an entree
to some fun. Most of the stories here are in fact verifiable,
and have been checked (in the fashion of investigative
reporters) with other witnesses.”

Adrien Pouliot (1896-1980), whose name will be familiar
to readers of the Notes, was the moving force behind the
creation of the Faculty of Science at Laval University and
then the department of mathematics. He was also
instrumental in founding Radio Canada in the Prairies. The
accomplishment of such feats required that he hobnob with
politicians and other influential people, which he did
enthusiastically. He was my teacher in the mid 60’s and
was already a legend. He was an energetic lecturer and his
love of the subject was contagious. At one point there was
a joke circulating among the students, one better suited to
the locker room than the classroom. I don’t remember the
details but it involved letters associated to numbers, input
of arbitrary numbers from the listener and calculations to
be performed. One fellow said “Let’s tell it to Pouliot!” I
was shocked. You couldn’t tell that sort of joke to your
professor. But they went ahead anyway and I watched from
the sidelines. Pouliot’s reaction wasn’t at all what I
expected. He laughed so hard he was bent in two, his face
red. When he regained his composure, he said “I have to
tell this one to Jean Lesage”. Jean Lesage was the premier
of Quebec at the time. Later, Pouliot told us Lesage had
enjoyed the joke.
In the preface to his book, Mathematical Apocrypha,
Steven Krantz says “... [he has] never encountered a group
that is so hell-bent on telling stories about each other as are

I was glad to get the verified versions of these stories, and
many more as well. This is a book you can put down. But
then you will want to pick it up again, and again. With its
over 50 photographs, it gives a wonderful picture of the
characters who people our profession.
Let me end with another anecdote of my own, not because
I have any aspirations of becoming the Canadian Steven
Krantz, but merely for reasons of symmetry. In the 70’s,
we used to have several week-end category theory
meetings each year at Columbia. It was easier to pass
immigration if you had a passport but it was not necessary
for Canadians. Once, when I didn’t have mine and was
asked for identification, I produced my library card. I
thought that would do it as it had my picture, but the
immigration officer wanted something with my date of
birth, a driver’s license for example. I could see his
suspicions rise when I said I didn’t have a driver’s license.
After some discussion, I told him my date of birth, which
he typed into his computer. After looking at the screen for
what seemed a long time, he asked “Are you coming to
New York to prove some theorems?” Amazed, I asked
“Does it say that on your computer?” “No”, he said, “your
library card says Department of Mathematics”.
It’s nice to know that some members of the public know
that what we do is not just multiply big numbers. The
present book will certainly help change the public’s view of
the mathematical community as consisting of stuffy
individuals working in an arid and arcane field, but it is
probably mathematicians themselves who will enjoy it
most.

