
History of Math Presentations 

As part of this course you will need to give a short presentation on a topic from the history of 

mathematics.  Your presentation, which does need to be on a topic from the list given below, may be 

about the life of a mathematician, about a specific mathematical idea, or about the bigger picture of 

mathematics and how it relates to other things.   

We will cover the history of mathematics in four threads: geometry, notation & numbers, analysis, and 

logic.  Each thread will be covered during the course of one class meeting, and the topics under that 

thread will be covered in chronological order (i.e. not necessarily in the order listed here).  In another 

link outlines will be posted in order to assist you in your note-taking during class presentation days. 

Because we have nearly 50 students in the class, your presentation will necessarily be short – lasting 

only 5 to 7 minutes.  You will want to know your topic well enough to be able to present it fully yet 

briefly, clearly highlighting the most important aspects. When you present it will be like a panel 

discussion – about twelve students will be presenting on the same day. I will be acting as a moderator, 

connecting one topic to the next and filling in with some additional information not listed here.   

Though you will be talking about your topic, your presentation should also have a strong visual 

component in order to make it as memorable as possible for your classmates – depending on your topic 

the most appropriate choice for this might be a short PowerPoint presentation, an image to display on 

screen, a short video clip, or a white board or “ELMO” demonstration.  As well giving a presentation, you 

will need to turn in a very short outline of your presentation (just bullet points) along with a list of 

resources you used; this should take up no more than half to three-quarters of a sheet of paper. 

If you would like to make your own choice of topic, you are welcome to do so from the approximately 50 

that I’ve listed in the four pages that follow.  They are categorized by thread and by type.  If you would 

like to choose be sure to email me your choice by midnight, September 7, 2016.  This will be “first-come-

first-served.”  For most students it is a very new thing to think about the history of mathematics, and 

therefore you might rather have a topic assigned to you rather than trying to choose one.  That’s totally 

fine, so if you have not made a selection by September 7, I will assign a topic to you.   

BEGIN WORKING ON THIS IMMEDIATELY!  The first presentation day will be during week six of the 

semester.  I do expect you to be an expert on the small piece of math history you will be presenting on.  

To give you a head start I have listed MANY excellent resources on the presentation website for our 

class, so that you are not starting totally from scratch.  Most of these resources can be found at the MJC 

Library or in the Stanislaus County Library system, but there may be a resource you need that isn’t 

owned by one of these libraries and would have to be ordered for you through an inter-library loan, and 

that can take some time.  Do not put this off!  It’s only a very short presentation, but it is worth half of a 

test, so give this your best effort!  I’m scoring it this way in order to give you an opportunity to soar 

ahead grade-wise, but it will only be a “boost” if you do a good job with it.  You are more than welcome 

to come to my office for help, guidance and suggestions, but be sure you do a reasonable amount of 

research on your own first; come to me with specific questions on what you’ve already looked into. 

  



 

Geometry Thread 

Mathematicians 

Thales - biography and what he is noted for mathematically 

Euclid - biography and what he is noted for 

Janos Bolyai and C. F. Guass  -  bios and interactions between then about non-Euclidean Geometry 

Lobachevsky – bio and contribution to non-Euclidean geometry 

Bernhard Riemann – bio and contribution to non-Euclidean geometry 

Gaston Julia – bio and contribution to fractal geometry 

Benoit Mandelbrot – bio and contribution to fractal geometry 

 

Mathematical Demonstrations 

 

How Thales used math to find the heights of the pyramids (Why couldn’t this be directly measured?) 

Completing the square (which is an algebra problem) using geometry 

Why do airplanes travel in paths that look like arcs and that seem to be longer than necessary? 

 

Related Objects and Ideas 

 

What is an axiomatic system? 

What is the history and impact of Euclid’s Elements? 

What is the fifth postulate of Euclid, and why did people find it problematic? 

How did people prior to the 19th century try to deal with the problem of the fifth postulate? 

What are some applications of fractal geometry not already mentioned in class? 

 

  



 

Notation & Numbers Thread 

Mathematicians 

Fibonacci – life, introduction of Hindu-Arabic numeration into Europe 

Napier – rooster story, reputation as sorcerer contrasted with religious and church involvements 

Girolamo Cardano – life, including birth, work in medicine, travel to Scotland, personality 

Girolamo Cardano – mathematical work and feud with Tartaglia 

John Dee – life, rumors of occult practices, interactions with Queen Elizabeth, legacy 

Francois Veita – interactions with French Royal family, code work, notation 

Descartes –mathematical notation (a,b,c, x, y, z) – adulthood and death (exclude childhood) 

Euler – biography and notation 

Pythagoras – his bio and his school 

Carl Friedrich Gauss – bio and involvement in Fermat’s Last Theorem 

Sophie Germain – bio, connection to Gauss, involvement in Fermat’s Last Theorem 

Sir Andrew Wiles – his life (as child and adult) as focused on solving Fermat’s Last Theorem 

 

 

 

Mathematical Demonstrations 

 

Interpretation of the notation of Diophantus and give context (where and approximately when he lived) 

Other ways of denoting decimal numbers (Napier as popularizer of our current notation) 

Number theory of the Pythagoreans – figurate numbers and characteristics of numbers (in their eyes) 

What are perfect numbers?  (Relate these to abundant and deficient numbers.) 

What is Fermat’s Last Theorem, and where did Fermat get the idea for it? 

 

Related Objects and Ideas 

 

Roman Numerals – symbols, representation of numbers, how arithmetic was done with them 

 

  



 

 

Analysis (Infinity) Thread 

Mathematicians 

 

Archimedes – bio – include stories of war machines and “Eureka!”  

Galileo – bio, math quotes, and conclusions about the infinite (when looking at square numbers) 

Descartes – bio (childhood only) and discover on coordinate system/analytical geometry 

Sir Isaac Newton – bio and invention of calculus 

Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz – bio and invention of calculus 

Cantor & Kronecker – their connection, short bios and feud 

Sonya Kovalevsky – bio – and brief mention of the focus of most of her work 

 

 

Mathematical Demonstrations 

 

Two of Zeno’s Paradoxes – Achilles and the Tortoise - Dichotomy 

What process did Archimedes use for finding the value of pi?  How did it work? 

Brief explanation of the main branches of calculus (differential and integral) & the role of infinity here 

 

 

Related Objects and Ideas 

 

The feud between Newton and Leibniz and its impact on British mathematics 

Responses to Cantor in his time and now (Hilbert, Poincare, Russel, Godel, Cohen, etc.) 

 



Logic Thread 

Mathematicians 

Aristotle – biography and his contribution to syllogisms (basic introduction) 

Napier – general biography (aristocratic life, education), story of neighbor’s birds 

Leibniz – bio (exclude calculus discovery), contribution to logic, invention of early calculator 

Augustus De Morgan – bio – contributions to logic – mathematicians he influenced 

George Boole – life in Lincoln, manner of his death, brief overview of contributions to logic 

Lewis Carroll (yes, the author of Alice in Wonderland!) biography, briefly mention contributions to logic 

John Venn – bio and diagrams (you can find some sweet interactive examples online) 

Ada Lovelace – biography, be sure to mention Mary Sommerville and Charles Babbage 

Alan Turing – biography, life, contribution to codebreaking tragic death 

Grace Hopper – biography – mention “bug” and elements from David Letterman interview 

Raymond Smullyan – biography (wide-ranging interests) 

 

Mathematical Demonstrations 

 

How to use Napier’s bones to multiply (I have a set you can borrow – or you can make one from paper) 

Solving a Truth/Lie riddle of Raymond Smullyan 

 

Related Objects and Ideas 

 

Overview of computing devices (abacus, Napier’s bones, Leibniz calculator, Pascaline, Babbage engines) 

 

 

 

 

 

 


