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Preface

‘Number is the within of all things’

– Pythagoras

For many people, maths subtracts from life. They find it dull, boring and uninspiring. It’s regularly voted students’ least favourite subject at school, often by an overwhelming margin. Some adults still have nightmares about it.

It’s never been that way for me. I was the kid who sat at the window and made bar graphs of the different coloured cars passing our house. I filled endless notebooks with line after line of additions, subtractions, multiplications and divisions. Regularly messing around with a calculator, I can still remember the thrill of discovering that dividing or multiplying by ten just shifts the decimal point to the left or the right. I found joy in shapes and sequences.

There’s no denying however that it can be frustrating. At university, I wrote two pages of equations to calculate the pressure in the heart of a star, only to find out at the end that I’d written a plus instead of a minus halfway down the first page. Like a knitted garment gone awry, I had to go back through and unpick all my wrong stitches.

Maths is ultimately a language and, like any language, it takes practice to be fluent. Numbers become adjectives, nouns and verbs; pluses and minuses replace commas and full stops.

Like words, numbers also have an eloquence and an elegance. A musicality, a rhythm. They can also bring immortality. Prove something in maths and, unlike the other sciences, it cannot be disproved; cities could crumble, and it would still be true. We’ll look at some of those proofs in the pages that follow and hopefully you’ll see as much beauty in these mathematical masterpieces as in anything by Beethoven or Botticelli. Maths is arguably the most under-appreciated art form.

We’ll also see that numbers bring an enduring richness to the world that helps us to grapple with its complexity. They form invisible threads through our lives that weave our achievements together. It’s our increasing nimbleness with numbers that underpins all of the technological progress we’ve made in the last century. It could be the thing we need to save us in the next.

We’re going to see how we arrived at this mastery of the mathematical. Our journey will start tens of thousands of years ago when we began to count, and finish with whether those counting numbers ever run out. Along the way, we’ll see that some of the mathematical ‘rules’ you were taught at school aren’t quite as hard and fast as you were led to believe. But, above all else, we’ll see how numbers can be fun, surprising and as relevant to our everyday lives as they have ever been.

By the end of the book, I hope you’ll agree with me that maths doesn’t subtract from life’s great circus – it only ever adds.
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