
    Skip to main contentScientific American

Sign in


May 1, 2015
1 min read


Book Review: Birth of a Theorem
Books and recommendations from Scientific American

By Clara Moskowitz
[image: ] May 2015 Issue

The Sciences





On supporting science journalism
If you're enjoying this article, consider supporting our award-winning journalism by subscribing. By purchasing a subscription you are helping to ensure the future of impactful stories about the discoveries and ideas shaping our world today.

Birth of a Theorem: A Mathematical Adventure
by Cédric Villani
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2015 (($26))
Villani, a mathematician at the University of Lyon in France, won a Fields Medal—akin to a Nobel Prize—in 2010 for a new theorem describ-ing a phenomenon known as Landau damping that occurs in plasmas (the most energetic state of matter). By sharing conversations with colleagues, e-mail chains with his main collaborator, and anecdotes of insights that arrived via dreams and stray thoughts in airport waiting lounges, he illustrates the day-to-day process of devising a theorem, a task that took him two grueling and exhilarating years to complete. Rather than glossing over the mathematical intricacies, Villani includes many of the details and even the equations that went into a proof of his theorem, giving readers a vivid sense of the problems he ran into and the solutions he found, even if the subtleties are beyond many nonmathematicians.
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