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Overview

G. H. Hardy (1877-1947) ranks among the great mathematicians of the twen-
tieth century. He was, as well, a colorful, mildly eccentric individual with
expository skills of the first order.

Hardy was a product of the English educational system as it existed in
the decades before 1900. He attended the prestigious Winchester College and
then “went up” to Trinity College, Cambridge, where he distinguished himself
as Fourth Wrangler and as winner of the Smith’s Prize—honors that meant a
lot in turn-of-the-century Britain, even if they leave modern readers somewhat
puzzled. From there, his career took him to professorships at Cambridge and
Oxford and to visiting positions at Princeton and Cal Tech.

Mathematically, Hardy is regarded as one of history’s most accomplished
analytic number theorists, although his papers ranged across other topics like
divergent series, integration, and the theory of partitions. Throughout his career,
he knew a Who’s-Who of scholars, from Norbert Wiener (his student), to
George Pdlya (his co-author), to Bertrand Russell (his Cambridge colleague),
to John Maynard Keynes (his friend). Of course, he is best remembered for
his extraordinarily fruitful collaborations with J. E. Littlewood and Srinivasa
Ramanujan. Clearly, G. H. Hardy kept good company.

His mathematical papers, in seven volumes, were published by Oxford
University Press in the 1960s and 1970s. But there seemed to be the need
for a book that gave a sense of Hardy, the man. For years, Don Albers of
the Mathematical Association of America campaigned for just such a work.
Everyone whom he approached agreed that it would be a worthy undertaking,
but no one volunteered to do it.

Consequently, Don modified his vision from a full-blooded biography to
a “reader” that would allow Hardy to speak for himself. Hardy was, after all,
a gifted writer with a distinctive voice that could be inspirational, funny, or
caustic—sometimes all at once. Accompanying his words would be material

xiii
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written by present-day authors to provide the necessary introductions and tran-
sitions. When Albers pitched his idea to the two of us—Alexanderson and
Dunham—we thought we’d give it a try. This book is the result.

Our volume is divided into five main parts. We begin with our own Hardy
biography, where we quote liberally from the man himself, especially from his
classic, 4 Mathematician'’s Apology. In addition, we were fortunate to get the
rights to reprint the Epilogue from Robert Kanigel’s biography of Ramanujan,
The Man Who Knew Infinity (Scribners, 1991).

Next comes a section called, ‘Writings by and about G. H. Hardy.” As the
title suggests, we have selected polemics, quips, anecdotes, and other passages
from Hardy and from those who knew him. In their subject matter, these roam
far and wide, but we think they provide a better look at Hardy and his times.

Our third section focuses on Hardy’s mathematics. Here we have selected
pieces that he wrote for general mathematical audiences rather than for narrow
specialists. For instance, we included his survey articles on the theory of num-
bers, on geometry, and even a tongue-in-cheek item titled, “A Mathematical
Theorem on Golf”” On a more technical level, we prepared our own accounts
of four of Hardy’s mathematical gems, ranging from his proof of a peculiar
inequality to his introduction of what is now called the Hardy-Weinberg Law
of genetics.

The fourth section contains some of Hardy’s tributes to other mathemati-
cians. These pieces—written as memorials to those he knew—have a personal
dimension not found in the standard obituary.

Hardy was a regular reviewer of mathematics books, and our last section
contains some of his reviews. When Hardy was enthusiastic about a book, his
comments could soar; when he was not, he could be strikingly harsh. Either
way, his reviews make for great reading.

Three words of warning. First, writings collected from so many differ-
ent sources inevitably introduce repetition. Our authors did not coordinate
with one another, so certain stories, phrases, and quotations—especially the
famous ones—show up here more than once. We believed, however, that it was
important to keep the original writings intact, so we shall risk the repetition.

Second, we are aware that certain statements in the book do not reflect cur-
rent mathematical knowledge. Again, we chose to retain the original wording
rather than try to update all such items (e.g., former conjectures that are now
theorems).

Finally, Hardy regularly used what we today regard as sexist lan-
guage. Many passages, taken literally, suggest that only males studied math-
ematics or that only males were in the professoriate. Of course, Hardy knew
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better; after all, he mentored both Mary Cartwright and Olga Taussky. But
such was the custom of the time.

As we assembled this book, the three of us were continually reminded that

G. H. Hardy was a brilliant and unfailingly interesting character. This should
be evident in the pages that follow.

Donald J. Albers

Gerald L. Alexanderson

William Dunham
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