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BOOKSHELF
A man is known by the books he reads. —Emerson

Suggestions for the BookShelf may be sent to notices-
booklist@ams.org. 

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. 

New and Noteworthy Titles on Our BookShelf
February 2017

Infinity: A Very Short Introduction, by Ian Stewart (Oxford 
University Press, March 2017). 

Leibniz: A Very Short Introduction, by Maria Rosa Anto-
gnazza (Oxford University Press, December 2016).

Combinatorics: A Very Short Introduction, by Robin Wilson 
(Oxford University Press, April 2016). 

The books in the Very Short Introductions series of Oxford 
University Press have an attractive design and are small 
enough to slip easily into a backpack or purse, or even a 
coat pocket. Launched in 2000, the series now has more 
than 550 titles covering a huge range of subjects, from 
Accounting to Navigation to Zionism. The authors are 
chosen for their expertise, their writing skill, and their 
ability to communicate to a general audience. The Very 
Short Introductions website has a classification for “math-
ematics” that lists eighteen books (including a few that 
perhaps don’t belong there, such as Science and Religion, 
by Thomas Dixon, and omitting a few that perhaps do, 
such as the book about Bertrand Russell, by A. C. Gray-
ling). One of the early books in the series is Mathematics, 
by Timothy Gowers, which appeared in 2002. Numbers, 
by Peter M. Higgins (2011), was reviewed by Rafe Jones 
in the January 2012 issue of the Notices, and a second 
title by Higgins, Algebra, appeared in 2015. The newest 
mathematics titles are Combinatorics, by Robin Wilson 
(2016), and Leibniz, by Maria Rosa Antognazza (2016). 
Written by one of the foremost combinatorialists, who 
possesses a wide knowledge of the area and its history, 
Combinatorics uses a problem-solving approach to bring 
readers into the subject and treats a wide range of classic 
and modern problems. The book on Leibniz, written by the 
author of the landmark Leibniz: An Intellectual Biography 
(Cambridge University Press, 2011), provides a panoramic 
view of the massive oeuvre of this deep and wide-ranging 
thinker who made contributions to mathematics, physics, 
metaphysics, and philosophy. Antognazza shows that 

Leibniz, far from the naïve optimist satirized by Voltaire 
in Candide, held as the ultimate goal of his work the  
improvement of the human condition. Master expositor 
Ian Stewart wrote Symmetry, which came out in 2013, and 
his next one, Infinity, will appear in 2017. 

Zombies and Calculus, by Colin Adams (Princeton Univer-
sity Press, paperback, September 2016). 

Zombies and Calculus is a classic of mathematical 
horror. You might even imagine it is the classic of math-
ematical horror, with this book being the one and only 
exemplar of this peculiar genre. But 
there you would be wrong, as author 
Colin Adams has mixed horror and 
mathematics before in his collection 
of short stories, Riot at the Calc Exam 
and Other Mathematically Bent Sto-
ries (AMS, 2009). (And Adams is not 
the only author to bring the zombie 
theme into a book about mathemat-
ics; in 2010 Penguin Books published 
The Calculus Diaries: How Math Can 
Help You Lose Weight, Win in Vegas, and Survive a Zombie 
Apocalypse, by Jennifer Ouellette.) Originally published in 
2014 and now out in paperback, Zombies and Calculus tells 
the story of a zombie attack that hits the fictional Roberts 
College in Massachusetts. The zany tale has it all—blood 
and guts, drama and suspense, romance and humor, and, 
yes, calculus. The book’s hero is math professor Craig 
Williams, who uses calculus to battle the ever-increasing 
army of zombies. The book slips in rigorous discussions 
of calculus concepts as they apply to problems the char-
acters suddenly find they need to solve in a hurry, such 
as modeling the paths zombies take as they come at you, 
estimating the force needed to crack a zombie’s skull, and 
calculating the rate of spread of the zombie virus. More-
technical details of the mathematics can be found in two 
appendices. The book’s go-for-broke humor and excellent 
exposition of the mathematics have attracted many fans. 
Blogger John Dupuis called it “one of the coolest, funniest, 
most creative science books I’ve read in a very long time.” 
Colin Adams was interviewed in the Graduate Student sec-
tion of the November 2016 issue of the Notices.
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