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Canto is an imprint offering a range of titles,
classic and more recent,across a broad spectrum of
subject areas and interests. History,literature , biography,
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the best and most accessible of Cambridge
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FOREWORD

t was a perfectly ordinary night at Christ’s high table,
@ except that Hardy was dining as a guest. He had just re-

turned to Cambridge as Sadleirian professor, and 1 had
heard something of him from young Cambridge mathemati-
cians. They were delighted to have him back: he was a real
mathematician, they said, not like those Diracs and Bohrs the
physicists were always talking about: he was the purest of the
pure. He was also unorthodox, eccentric, radical, ready to talk
about anything. This was 1931, and the phrase was not yet in
English use, but in later days they would have said that in
some indefinable way he had star quality.

So, from lower down the table, I kept studying him. He was
then in his early fifties: his hair was already grey, above skin
so deeply sunbumt that it stayed a kind of Red Indian bronze.
His face was beautiful—high cheek bones, thin nose, spiritual
and austere but capable of dissolving into convulsions of in-
ternal gamin - like amusement. He had opaqgue brown eyes,
bright as a bird’s—a kind of eye not uncommon among those
with a gift for conceptual thought. Cambridge at that time was
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full of unusual and distinguished faces-—but even then, I
thought that night, Hardy’s stood out.

I do not remember what he was wearing. It may easily have
been a sports coat and grey flannels under his gown. Like
Einstein, he dressed to please himself: though, unlike Einstein,
he diversified his casual clothing by a taste for expensive silk
shirts.

As we sat round the combination- room table, drinking wine
after dinner, someone said that Hardy wanted to talk to me
about cricket. I had been elected only a year before, but

Christ’s was then a small college, and the pastimes of even

_ the junior fellows were soon identified. I was taken to sit by

him. I was not introduced. He was, as I later discovered, shy
and self - conscious in all formal actions, and had a dread of
introductions. He just put his head down as it were in a butt
of acknowledgment, and without any preamble whatever
began:

‘You’re supposed to know something about cricket, aren’t
you?’ Yes, 1 said, I knew a bit.

Immediately he began to put me through a moderately stiff
viva. Did I play? What sort of performer was I? I half-guessed
that he had a horror of persons, then prevalent in academic
society, who devotedly studied the literature but had never
played the game. I trotted out my credentials, such as they
were. He appeared to find the reply partially reassuring, and
went on to more tactical questions. Whom should I have cho-
sen as captain for the last test match a year before (in 1930) ?
If the selectors had decided that Snow was the man to save

England, what would have been my strategy and tactics?



(‘You are allowed to act, if you are sufficiently modest, as
non - playing captain.’) And so on, oblivious to the rest of the
table. He was quite absorbed.

As I had plenty of opportunities to realize in the future,
Hardy had no faith in intuitions or impressions, his own or
anyone else’s. The only way to assess someone’s knowledge,
in Hardy’s view, was to examine him. That went for mathe-
matics, literature, philosophy, politics, anything you like. If the
man had bluffed and then wilted under the questions, that was
his lookout. First things came first, in that brilliant and con-
centrated mind.

That night in the combination - room, it was necessary to
discover whether I should be tolerable as a cricket companion.
Nothing else mattered. In the end he smiled with immense
charm, with child -like openness, and said that Fenner’s (the
university cricket ground) next season might be bearable after
all, with the prospect of some reasonable conversation.

Thus, just as I owed my acquaintanceship with Lloyd
George to his passion for phrenology, I owed my friendship
with Hardy to having wasted a disproportionate amount of my
youth on cricket. I don’t know what the moral is. But it was a
major piece of luck for me. This was intellectually the most
valuable friendship of my life. His mind, as I have just men-
tioned, was brilliant and concentrated: so much so that by his
side anyone else’s seemed a little muddy, a little pedestrian
and confused. He wasn’t a great genius, as Einstein and
Rutherford were. He said, with his usual clarity, that if the

word meant anything he was not a genius at all. At his best,

Lloyd George (1863 ~
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he said, he was for a short time the fifth best pure mathemati-
cian in the world. Since his character was as beautiful and
candid as his mind, he always made the point that his friend
and collaborator Littlewood was an appreciably more powerful
mathematician than he was, and that his protégé Ramanujan
really had natural genius in the sense (though not to the ex-
tent, and nothing like so effectively) that the greatest mathe-
maticians had it.

People sometimes thought he was under - rating himself,
when he spoke of these friends. It is true that he was mag-
nanimous, as far from envy as a man can be: but I think one
mistakes his quality if one doesn’t accept his judgment. I pre-
fer to believe in his own statement in A Mathematician’s
Apology, at the same time so proud and so humble:

‘I still say to myself when I am depressed and find myself
forced to listen to pompous and tiresome people, “Well, I have
done one thing you could never have done, and that is to have
collaborated with Littlewood and Ramanujan on something
like equal terms.”’

In any case, his precise ranking must be left to the histori-
ans of mathematics (though it will be an almost impossible
job, since so much of his best work was done in collabora-
tion). There is something else, though, at which he was clearly
superior to Einstein or Rutherford or any other great genius:
and that is at turning any work of the intellect, major or minor
or sheer play, into a work of art. It was that gift above all, I
think, which made him, almost without realizing it, purvey
such intellectual delight. When A Mathematician’s Apology
was first published, Graham Greene in a review wrote that



along with Henry James’s notebooks, this was the best ac-
count of what it was like to be a creative artist. Thinking
about the effect Hardy had on all those round him, I believe
that is the clue.

He was born, in 1877, into a modest professional family. His
father was Bursar and Art Master at Cranleigh, then a minor
public (English for private) school. His mother had been se-
nior mistress at the Lincoln Training College for teachers.
Both were gifted and mathematically inclined. In his case, as
in that of most mathematicians, the gene pool doesn’t need
searching for. Much of his childhood, unlike Einstein’s, was
typical of a future mathematician’s. He was demonstrating a
formidably high 1.Q. as soon as, or before, he learned to talk.
At the age of two he was writing down numbers up to millions
(a common sign of mathematical ability). When he was taken
to church he amused himself by factorizing the numbers of the
hymns: he played with numbers from that time on, a habit
which led to the touching scene at Ramanuyjan’s sickbed: the
scene is well known, but later on I shall not be able to resist
repeating it.

It was an enlightened, cultivated, highly literate Victorian
childhood. His parents were probably a little obsessive, but al-
so very kind. Childhood in such a Victorian family was as gen-
tle a time as anything we could provide, though probably in-
tellectually somewhat more exacting. His was unusual in just
two respects. In the first place, he suffered from an acute self-
consciousness at an unusually early age, long before he was

twelve. His parents knew he was prodigiously clever, and so

Victorian &% 48 ,1831 ~
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did he. He came top of his class in all subjects. But, as the re-
sult of coming top of his class, he had to go in front of the
school to receive prizes: and that he could not bear. Dining
with me one night, he said that he deliberately used to try to
get his answers wrong so as to be spared this intolerable or-
deal. His capacity for dissimulation, though, was always mini-
mal: he got the prizes all the same.

Some of this selfconsciousness wore off. He became com-
petitive. As he says in the Apology: ‘1 do not remember having
felt, as a boy, any passion for mathematics, and such notions
as I may have had of the career of a mathematician were far
from noble. I thought of mathematics in terms of examinations
and scholarships: I wanted to beat other boys, and this
seemed to be the way in which I could do so most decisively.’
Nevertheless, he had to live with an over -delicate nature. He
seems to have been born with three skins too few. Unlike
Einstein, who had to subjugate his powerful ego in the study
of the external world before he could attain his moral stature,
Hardy had to strengthen an ego which wasn’t much protected.
This at times in later life made him self-assertive (as Einstein
never was) when he had to take a moral stand. On the other
hand, it gave him his introspective insight and beautiful can-
dour, so that he could speak of himself with absolute simplici-
ty (as Einstein never could).

I believe this contradiction, or tension, in his temperament
was linked with a curious tie in his behaviour. He was the
classical anti- narcissist. He could not endure having his pho-
tograph taken: so far as I know, there are only five snapshots
in existence. He would not have any looking glass in his
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rooms, not even a shaving mirror. When he went to a hotel,
his first action was to cover all the looking- glasses with tow-
els. This would have been odd enough, if his face had been
like a gargoyle: superficially it might seem odder, since all his
life he was good - looking quite out of the ordinary. But, of
course, narcissism and anti-narcissism have nothing to do with
looks as outside observers see them.

This behaviour seems eccentric, and indeed it was. Between
him and Einstein, though, there was a difference in kind.
Those who spent much time with Einstein—such as Infeld—
found him grow stranger, less like themselves, the longer they
knew him. I am certain that I should have felt the same. With
Hardy the opposite was true. His behaviour was often differ-
ent, bizarrely so, from ours: but it came to seem a kind of su-

perstructure set upon a nature which wasn’t all that different
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from our own, except that it was more delicate, less padded,
finer- nerved.
The other unusual feature of his childhood was more mun-

dane: but it meant the removal of all practical obstacles
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throughout his entire career. Hardy, with his limpid honesty,
would have been the last man to be finicky on this matter. He
knew what privilege meant, and he knew that he had pos-
sessed it. His family had no money, only a schoolmaster’s in-
come, but they were in touch with the best educational advice
of late nineteenth- century England. That particular kind of in-
formation has always been more significant in this country
than any amount of wealth. The scholarships have been there
all right, if one knew how to win them. There was never the
slightest chance of the young Hardy being lost—as there was
of the young Wells or the young Einstein. From the age of
twelve he had only to survive, and his talents would be looked
after.

At twelve, in fact, he was given a scholarship at Winchester,
then and for long afterwards the best mathematical school in
England, simply on the strength of some mathematical work
he had done at Cranleigh. (Incidentally, one wonders if any
great school could be so elastic nowadays?) There he was
taught mathematics in a class of one: in classics he was as
good as the other top collegers. Later, he admitted that he had
been well- educated, but he admitted it reluctantly. He disliked
the school, except for its classes. Like all Victorian public
schools, Winchester was a pretty rough place. He nearly died
one winter. He envied Littlewood in his cared for home as a
day boy at St Paul’s or other friends at our free - and - easy
grammar schools. He never went near Winchester after he had
left it: but he left it, with the inevitability of one who had got
on to the right tramlines, with an open scholarship to Trinity.

He had one curious grievance against Winchester. He was a



Chapel at Trinity

natural ball- games player with a splendid eye. In his fifties he
could usually beat the university second string at real tennis,
and in his sixties I saw him bring off startling shots in the
cricket nets. Yet he had not had an hour’s coaching at Winch-
ester: his method was defective: if he had been coached, he
thought, he would have been a really good batsman, not quite
first-class, but not too far away. Like all his judgments on him-
self, I believe that one is quite true. It is strange that, at the
zenith of Victorian games - worship, such a talent was utterly
missed. I suppose no one thought it worth looking for in the

school’s top scholar, so frail and sickly, so defensively shy.

It would have been natural for a Wykehamist of his period
to go to New College. That wouldn’t have made much differ-
ence to his professional career (though, since he always liked
Oxford better than Cambridge, he might have stayed there all

his life, and some of us would have missed a treat). He decid-
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At the University of
Cambridge, a wrangler
is a student who has
completed the third
year (called Part ll) of
the mathematical tripos
with first-class honors.
The highest - scoring
student is named the
“senior wrangler': the
second highest-scoring
student is the “second
wrangler”; the third
highest is the “third
wrangler”, etc.
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ed to go to Trinity instead, for a reason that he describes, hu-
morously but with his usual undecorated truth, in the Apology.
‘I was about fifteen when (in a rather odd way) my ambitions
took a sharper turn. There is a book by “Alan St Aubyn” (ac-
tually Mrs Frances Marshall) called A Fellow of Trinity, one
of a series dealing with what is supposed to be Cambridge col-
lege life... There are two heroes, a primary hero called Flow-
ers, who is almost wholly good, and a secondary hero, a much
weaker vessel, called Brown. Flowers and Brown find many
dangers in university life... Flowers survives all these troubles,
is Second Wrangler and succeeds automatically to a Fellow-
ship (as I suppose he would have done then). Brown suc-
cumbs, ruins his parents, takes to drink, is saved from deliri-
um tremens during a thunderstorm only by the prayers of the
Junior Dean, has much difficulty in obtaining even an Ordinary
Degree, and ultimately becomes a missionary. The friendship
is not shattered by these unhappy events, and Flowers’s
thoughts stray to Brown, with affectionate pity, as he drinks
port and eats walnuts for the first time in Senior Combination
Room.

‘Now Flowers was a decent enough fellow (so far as “Alan
St Aubyn” could draw one), but even my unsophisticated mind
refused to accept him as clever. If he could do these things,
why not I? In particular, the final scene in Combination Room
fascinated me completely, and from that time, until I obtained
one, mathematics meant to me primarily a Fellowship of Trini-
ty.’

Which he duly obtained, after getting the highest place in
the Mathematical Tripos Part II, at the age of 22. On the way,



