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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. 

Mathematicians and their Gods: 
Interactions Between Mathematics 
and Religious Beliefs, edited by 
Snezana Lawrence and Mark Mc-
Cartney (Oxford University Press, 
September 2015)

In 1998, Edward J. Larson and 
Larry Witham published in Nature 
a study of belief in God among 
members of the US National Acad-
emy of Sciences. Only 7 percent 
professed belief in God, with the 

remainder either denying or doubting God’s existence.  
The survey found that, of the various branches repre-
sented by the NAS, mathematics had the highest percent-
age of believers—though the proportion there was still 
fairly low, just 14.3 percent.  That low percentage stands 
in stark contrast to the long history of mathematics, where 
the subject frequently intertwined with religious belief, 
as demonstrated in Mathematicians and their Gods. The 
book is discussed by one of the editors, Snezana Lawrence, 
in a blog post for ChalkDustMagazine.com. Noting that 
mathematics allows one to “close the gap between the 
known and the unknown” only through one’s knowledge 
and thinking, she writes: “No wonder then that many a 
mathematician has found in such a process an experi-
ence that transcends the ordinary when they finally find 
a solution to their mathematical questions—and some 
have linked that to a religious inclination, justification, or 
experience.”  The book brings together 14 essays explor-
ing religious themes as they arose in the lives and work of 
some mathematicians over about 25 centuries, including 
Pythagoras, Roman Llull (an 11th century Catalan philoso-
pher whose ideas about computation inspired Leibniz), 
Charles Dodgson (better known as Lewis Carroll, author of 
Alice in Wonderland), and the logician Kurt Gödel. Because 
of the particular expertise of the editors and authors, the 
mathematicians discussed in the book are all Europeans. 
Lawrence notes in her blog post the need to explore the 
theme of mathematics and religion as it has arisen in tradi-
tions and geographical areas outside of Europe.

Significant Figures: The Lives and 
Work of Great Mathematicians, by 
Ian Stewart (Basic Books, Septem-
ber 2017)

Religion and spirituality are 
not explicit themes in this latest 
book by prolific popularizer Ian 
Stewart, though he does say in 
the introduction that he “investi-
gates the almost mystical process 
that brings new mathematics into 
being.” One might fairly question 

the need for another book on the lives of great mathemati-
cians—though the question might not come to mind when 
one is in the thrall of Stewart’s compelling, sure-footed 
prose.  Having written close to 50 books aimed at the 
general public, including several works of science fiction, 
Stewart has amassed a great deal of insight into what and 
how to communicate about mathematics.  Here he has 
chosen 25 “significant figures” from the history of math-
ematics, “ancient and modern, eastern and western, male 
and female.” Several of them also appear in E.T. Bell’s clas-
sic Men of Mathematics—Euler, Gauss, Galois, Riemann, 
Cantor—while others are less standard, such as Liu Hui, 
considered the greatest of the ancient Chinese mathemati-
cians, and Madhava of Sangamagrama, who lived in India 
in the 14th and 15th centuries and discovered the notion 
of infinite series. In the final profile, of William Thurston, 
Stewart gives a remarkably concise and visceral descrip-
tion of the main ideas behind Grigory Perelman’s proof 
of Thurston’s Geometrization Conjecture. The book tries 
not only to explain some of the achievements of these 
outstanding mathematicians but also to delve into how 
they thought, reasoned, and dreamed. The book closes 
with a summarizing chapter discussing commonalities 
and differences among the personalities profiled. The 
most obvious message?  Diversity. “Mathematical trailblaz-
ers come from all periods of history, all cultures, and all 
ranks of life.”
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