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There is a Chinese saying: “It is beneficial to open any book.” It is even
more fruitful to open and read classic books. The world is keeping on changing,
but really fundamental and essential things stay the same since there is nothing
new under the sun. Great ideas have been discovered and re-discovered, and they
should be learnt and re-learnt. Classic books are our inheritance from all the
previous generations and contain the best of knowledge and wisdom of all the
people before us. They are timeless and universal. We cannot travel back in
time, but we can converse with the originators of current theories through reading
their books. Classic books have withstood the test of time. They are reliable and
contain a wealth of original ideas. More importantly, they are also books which
have not finished what they wanted or hoped to say. Consequently, they contain
unearthed treasures and hidden seeds of new theories, which are waiting to be
discovered. As it is often said: history is today. Proper understanding of the past
work of giants is necessary to carry out properly the current and future researches
and to make them to be a part of the history of science and mathematics. Reading
classics books is not easy, but it is rewarding. Some modern interpretations and
beautiful reformulations of the classics often miss the subtle and crucial points.
Reading classics is also more than only accumulating knowledge, and the reader
can learn from masters on how they asked questions, how they struggled to come
up with new notions and theories to overcome problems, and answers to questions.
Above all, probably the best reason to open classic books is the curiosity: what
did people know, how did they express and communicate them, why did they do
what they did? It can simply be fun!

This series of classic books by Higher Education Press contains a selection of
best classic books in natural history, mathematics, physics, chemistry, information
technology, geography, etc. from the past two thousand years. They contain mas-
terpieces by the great people such Archimedes, Newton, Lavoisier, Dalton, Gauss,
Darwin, Maxwell, and hence give a panorama of science and mathematics. They
have been typeset in modern fonts for easier and more enjoyable reading. To help
the reader understand difficult classics better, some volumes contain introductions
and commentaries by experts. Though each classic book can stand in its own,
reading them together will help the reader gain a bigger perspective of science and
mathematics and understand better interconnection between seemingly unrelated
topics and subjects.
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Higher Education Press has been the largest publisher in China. Besides
the long tradition of providing high quality books for proper education and train-
ing of university and graduate students, she has also set out to provide research
monographs and references books to people at all levels around the world. Higher
Education Press considers it her duty to keep the world science and mathemat-
ics community informed of what has been achieved in their subjects in easy and
accessible formats. This series of classic books is an integral part of this effort.
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PREFACE.

IN preparing this version in English of Fourier’s celebrated treatise on Heat,
the translator has followed faithfully the French original. He has, however, ap-
pended brief foot-notes, in which will be found references to other writings of
Fourier and modern authors on the subject: these are distinguished by the initials
A. F. The notes marked R. L. E. are taken from pencil memoranda on the mar-
gin of a copy of the work that formerly belonged to the late Robert Leslie Ellis,
Fellow of Trinity College, and is now in the possession of St John’s College. It
was the translator’s hope to have been able to prefix to this treatise a Memoir
of Fourier’s life with some account of his writings; unforeseen circumstances have
however prevented its completion in time to appear with the present work.
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