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Welcome to History of Mathematics. We meet Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays from 3:30 to 4:35
in Science 2200. I know some of you already, and am looking forward to getting to know the rest of you.
Besides class, we will probably meet most at my office hours in Science 2360,

Mondays, 9:45-10:45,
Tuesdays, 9:45-10:45,
Wednesdays, 1:00-2:00,
Thursdays, 1:00-2:00,
Fridays, 2:30-3:30.

Other ways to contact me are roberts@morris.umn.edu and at my office number 589-6348. My webpage
is www.davidproberts.net.

The goal of this course is to give you an overview of the history of mathematics. The course will have
a very different feel from most math courses you have taken or will take, as it will be organized around
readings, discussion, lectures, and presentations, rather than problem solving. Our text is

Math through the Ages: A Gentle History for Teachers and Others,
Expanded 2nd edition,
by William P. Berlinghoff and Fernando Q. Gouvêa.

Even though this book is indeed “gentle” in comparison to other leading texts, there is still a whole lot of
material in it. The organization of the course closely follows the organization of the book.

Grades will be determined as follows:

General class participation 20 points
Four 10-minute presentations, 5 points each 20 points
Three midterm exams, 10 points each 30 points
Final exam 30 points

100 points.

Cutoffs for passing grades are

B+ 87 C+ 77 D+ 65
A 93 B 83 C 73 D 60.
A− 90 B− 80 C− 70

If you are taking the course S-N, you need a 70 to earn an S. There is no extra credit for this course.
To do well in the course, you will need to put in the time! University guidelines say “Each credit

represents an average of three hours a week of student’s time and effort” with “one hour in class with two
hours of preparation” per credit for courses like ours. In other words, since our course is four credits, for
each class, you should expect to do on average two hours and forty minutes of outside work. Given the
structure of our course, I’d recommend studying ninety minutes for each class period (mostly by reading
the text). I’d recommend budgeting 5 total hours per presentation, and 5 hours reviewing for each exam.

Our day-to-day schedule is as follows:
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Mon, Oct 22 Fall break, no class
Wed, Aug 29 Course overview Wed, Oct 24 13. Fermat’s Last Theorem
Fri, Aug 31 • Math through 1600 (5-36) Fri, Oct 26 14. Euclid’s Plane Geometry

Mon, Sept 3 Labor Day, no class Mon, Oct 29 • 15. The Platonic Solids
Wed, Sept 5 Video on Archimedes Wed, Oct 31 16. Coordinate Geometry
Fri, Sept 7 •• Math in 1600-1900 (37-53) Fri, Nov 2 •• 17. Complex Numbers

Mon, Sept 10 ••• Post 1900 math (54-66) Mon, Nov 5 ••• 18. Sine and Cosine
Wed, Sept 12 Ps on Mathematicans Wed, Nov 7 Ps on Chapters 11-20
Fri, Sept 14 Review for first midterm Fri, Nov 9 19. Non-Euclidean Geometries

Mon, Sept 17 First Midterm Mon, Nov 12 20. Projective Geometry
Wed, Sept 19 1. Whole numbers Wed, Nov 14 Third midterm (11-20)
Fri, Sept 21 2. Arithmetic Symbols Fri, Nov 16 21. Early Probability Theory

Mon, Sept 24 3. The Story of Zero Mon, Nov 19 22. Statistics
Wed, Sept 26 4. Writing Fractions Wed, Nov 21 23. Computers
Fri, Sept 28 • 5. Negative Numbers Fri, Nov 23 Thanksgiving, no class

Mon, Oct 1 6. Metric Measurement Mon, Nov 26 24. Logic and Algebra
Wed, Oct 3 •• 7. The Story of π Wed, Nov 28 • 25. Infinity and Sets
Fri, Oct 5 ••• 8. Algebraic symbols Fri, Nov 30 26. The Tangent Function

Mon, Oct 8 Ps on Chapters 1-10 Mon, Dec 3 •• 27. Logarithms
Wed, Oct 10 9. Linear Equations Wed, Dec 5 ••• 28. Conic Sections
Fri, Oct 12 10. Quadratic Equations Fri, Dec 7 Ps on Chapters 21-30

Mon, Oct 15 Second Midterm (1-10) Mon, Dec 10 29. Irrational Numbers
Wed, Oct 17 11. Cubic Equations Wed, Dec 12 30. Tangents & Derivs.
Fri, Oct 19 12. The Pythagorean Thm. Fri, Dec 14 Course summary

Tue, Dec 18 Final Exam, Chapters 21-30
1:30-3:30 slightly emphasized

On this schedule, • indicates the date by which you should get approval from me for your presentation
topic. Also •• indicates the date by which we should have discussed a rough draft for your presentation
handout. On the days with •••, you will gives copies of your presentation handout to me and your
classmates.

Class preparation. You should prepare for class by carefully reading the assigned pages. The key word
is “carefully” here. Since the readings are commonly about six pages, a casual reading might take about
ten or so minutes and is certainly not enough. Depending on your style, you might want to take reading
notes. You might want to look at the exercises and maybe even do one or two to gain perspective. You
should pause and reflect as to how the reading connects with the other parts of the course and how it
connects with other parts of your experience. You could pursue topics a little more in depth, starting with
the MacTutor History of Mathematics archive, http://www-groups.dcs.st-and.ac.uk/∼history/ . On
some days, part of the readings will be the handouts for the next day’s student presentations. On some
days, I may have small specific assignments due the next day.
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Class periods. Class periods will almost always begin with a discussion of the readers. You are expected
to contribute everyday. To make this go smoothly, you should always have one comment and one question
on the reading prepared. We will go over the reading with the aim of deepening your understanding. I
will then typically present material that starts from the text but goes substantially beyond what the text
does. On some days, we will look at some actual mathematics in more detail. On other days, we will look
at sample writings, or other historical documents. Often we will try to rise above the details and discuss
general themes in the history of mathematics.

Presentations. You will do four graded presentations. For each, you will prepare a one or two page
handout for your classmates, to be given out the previous class period. The handout can be a mixture
of text, bulleted points, time-lines, pictures, and whatever is appropriate to your topic. The library has
several shelves of books related to history of math (check it out: QA28 and thereabouts). I can also lend
you books from my personal collection. You should aim to make your presentation as interesting and
informative to your classmates as possible. Your presentation should last about 10 minutes and have a
polished feel to it. You should be prepared for questions from me or your classmates at the end of your
presentation.

Presentation 1 Presentation 2 Presentation 3 Presentation 4
Mathematician Chapters 1-10 Chapters 11-20 Chapters 21-30

Get topic approved by Fri, Aug 31 Fri, Sept 28 Mon, Oct 29 Wed, Nov 28
Discuss presentation with me by Fri, Sept 7 Wed, Oct 3 Fri, Nov 2 Mon, Dec 3
Give handout to classmates on Mon, Sept 10 Fri, Oct 5 Mon, Nov 5 Wed, Dec 5
Present on or about Wed, Sept 12 Mon, Oct 8 Wed, Nov 7 Fri, Dec 7

All presentations should have something in the relevant part of the book as a point of departure. It could
be something in the main text, or something from one of the book’s “Questions” or “Projects”. In choosing
your topic, you will likely be looking ahead in the book. Since you’ll be investing a fair amount of time in
each presentation, you should try to choose something that is of particular interest to you.

Exams. There will be three midterms and a cumulative final. The exams will cover both the readings
and the in-class material, including student presentations. Some of the questions will test how much you
have learned the factual material. Other questions will be on broader issues, also giving you an opportunity
to make use of whatever factual material you find most relevant. The tests will stay away from extreme
minutiae. If you have an acceptable reason for missing an exam, I will give you a make-up exam.

I am looking forward to all of us having fun and learning a lot in this course!

Policies

It is University policy to provide reasonable accommodations to students with disabilities. Please con-
tact Matthew Hoekstra at the Disability Resource Center in room 240 Briggs library (or 589-6178 or
hoekstra@morris.umn.edu) to discuss accommodation needs. Student work from this class may be anony-
mously shared by this program or UMM to assess achievement of student learning outcomes. If you do
not wish your work to contribute to learning assessment, please inform me. Standard university policies
apply to this course and are at https://policy.umn.edu/education/syllabusrequirements-appa
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