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is somewhat removed from mainstream society. Many
such groups are featured, or at least touched upon, in
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Shiva about why Rachela never received the Fields Medal—

was it discrimination against Jews, Soviets, women, or Dennis DeTurck

some combination of these? Throughout the novel there
are many instances of unflattering comparison between
Russian and American attitudes towards mathematics, sci-
ence, education, and hard work. From another direction,
Sasha provides a compelling description of his feelings of
only partially belonging to various groups—though born
in the Soviet Union, he emigrated at a young enough age
to be thoroughly Americanized; his work is mathematical
but he is not a mathematician; at the Shiva he meets his
estranged daughter and a granddaughter whom he didn't
know existed.

The question of whether Rachela has indeed produced
and concealed a solution of the Navier—Stokes problem,
or whether the mathematicians gathered at her Shiva
will make significant progress, generates some suspense
along the lines of the play Proof by David Auburn. 3 Spoiler
alert: In contrast to that play, which leaves mostly am-
biguity when the curtain falls, all of these questions are
resolved by the end of the novel, perhaps somewhat too
tidily: Rachela’s proof is unearthed, deemed correct, and
published posthumously in Communications in Pure and
Applied Mathematics; her family receives the Clay Millen-
nium Prize; and Sasha marries again and moves back to
Madison.

All'in all, The Mathematician’s Shiva is a complicated
tale that weaves together scientific, social, familial, and
emotional themes in a compelling, sensitive, humorous,
and even affectionate manner. Despite its focus on a very
specific and unusual group of people, the writing invites
the reader to become at least an honorary member of
the tribe. After | read the book | recommended it to a
few non-mathematician friends who, despite finding the
novel's soupcon of mathematics somewhat intimidating,
also thoroughly enjoyed the writing and the story. Stuart
Rojstaczer has produced a successful first novel, and |
hope we can look forward to many more.
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3The production of Proof at City Center in New York City was
reviewed by Dave Bayer in the October 2000 Notices, www.ams.
org/notices/200009/rev-bayer.pdf, and the movie version
was reviewed by Daniel Ullman in the March 2006 issue, WWW.
ams.org/notices/200603/rev-ullman.pdf.
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