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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. 

 One Two Three…Infinity: Facts 
and Speculations of Science, by 
George Gamow (Dover, 1988)  

This month’s Notices carries 
an article (see page 1275) about 
George Gamow’s liquid model for 
the atomic nucleus, which has 
arisen in recent research and ap-
plications. Born in Odessa, Ukraine, 
in 1904, Gamow was a theoretical 
physicist and cosmologist with 
wide interests ranging from radio-

active decay, to “big bang” cosmology, to genetics. He may 
be best known among mathematicians for his now-classic 
book highlighted here, One Two Three…Infinity. Originally 
published in 1947, the book has charmed readers for 
decades by presenting an appealing set of topics from 
mathematics and science in simple, concrete terms that 
zoom in on the essential ideas. The book has a leisurely 
feel that makes the reader feel like a participant in a tour 
led by a welcoming, enthusiastic, and highly knowledge-
able guide. The opening chapter discusses numbers and 
counting and even explains the notion of transfinite 
numbers. Subsequent chapters discuss space, time, 
and Einstein’s theories of relativity, and the micro- and 
macro-cosmos. The book includes over 100 pen-and-ink 
illustrations drawn by Gamow himself, which illustrate 
the ideas with humor and clarity and give a window into 
the mind of a man in love with ideas. Also known for his 
series of popular science books featuring the inquisitive 
Mr. Tompkins, Gamow received the UNESCO Kalinga Prize 
for the popularization of science in 1956. 

The Universal Computer: The 
Road from Leibniz to Turing, by 
Martin Davis (AK Peters/CRC Press, 
2011)  

Next year, Martin Davis will 
turn 90 years old. A legendary 
figure in mathematical logic, he is 
best known for resolving Hilbert’s 
Tenth Problem, together with Yuri 
Matiyasevich, Hilary Putnam, and 
Julia Robinson. Davis also did 
some of the world’s first computer 

programming, working in the 1950s on the ORDVAC 
computer, which had a central memory consisting of 40 
vacuum tubes. A master expositor, Davis received the AMS 
Steele Prize for Exposition as well as the Chauvenet and 
Ford Prizes of the Mathematical Association of America. 
His popular book The Universal Computer originally ap-
peared to wide acclaim in 2000 and was re-issued in 2012, 
in a special edition to honor the centenary of Alan Turing. 
The tale of how computers developed has been told many 
times and in many forms—and often with heavy empha-
sis on the computer as an engineering feat. Davis takes 
a completely different tack by tracing the origin of com-
puters in developments in logic, starting with the ideas 
of Leibniz, who, as Davis puts it, “dreamed of machines 
capable of carrying out calculations, freeing the mind for 
creative thought.” After an opening chapter on “Leibniz’s 
Dream,” Davis discusses the lives and work of Boole, Frege, 
Cantor, Hilbert, Gödel, and Turing. The book closes with 
a discussion of the first computers that were built as 
well as a look towards the future. “When a distinguished 
expert offers a popular exposition of his subject, we greet 
the effort with keen anticipation,” wrote Brian Blank in a 
review that appeared in the May 2001 issue of the Notices. 
“That is all the more true when the writer is as skilled as 
Martin Davis. It is a pleasure to report that in this case our 
anticipation is richly rewarded.”
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