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Creators in Mathematics was conceived of by the Royal Irish Academy’s 

National Committee for the History and Philosophy of Science in order to promote 

awareness of the contributions made by mathematicians who were born in Ireland, or 

who were working within the country while their discoveries were made.  Stretching 

from the sixteenth century to 1966 the biographies provide sketches of the lives and 

notable work of the men, attempting to navigate the difficult course between factually 

recounting advanced mathematics and enabling the reader to engage with the lives of 

brilliant and dedicated scholars.  This navigation is unfortunately by no means 

successful. 

Short biographies are rarely easy things to get right.  In this case the necessity 

of writing for readers with an assumed basic interest in the development and history 

of science, and a mathematical ability that is presumed without being wholly 

depended on, together with the need to support this scientific history with details of 

the mathematician’s personal lives results in what is often an uneasy and rather 

unsatisfactory union.  Without wishing to adhere to any stereotypical images that 

mathematicians writing on mathematicians may evoke, the accounts of the subjects’ 

lives and contributions to their field are often rather cold and clinical, leaving the 

reader, with a few notable exceptions, with a rather sterile concept of advancement 

and, often, sacrifice without engaging with the men’s lives.  Many recount triumphs 

and disappointments with a factual brevity that fails to truly convey the heartbreak or 

joy of the scientists, and the lives that were lost to depression or illness brought about 

by dedication and single-mindedness register little impact. 
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The biographies that open and close the book take quite a different tone 

however. Siobhán Vernon’s account of Patrick Brendan Kennedy is well written and 

engaging, her personal acquaintance with the Professor of Mathematics in Cork and 

York leads to a moving portrayal of a warm and humorous yet tragic figure.  While 

friendship or personal knowledge of mannerisms and idiosyncrasies may make 

approaching a biography an easier task it by no means guarantees a stimulating text.  

Andrew Young’s biography, also written by a colleague, Gerald Peter Shannon, lacks 

the flow of Vernon’s account, and is stylistically rather stilted, though Shannon has 

clearly striven to portray Young’s generosity and wit.  Denis Weaire writes on a man 

whose legends must still live on in Trinity College Dublin, yet the highly functional 

style denies George Francis Fitzgerald, or “Flightless Fitzgerald,” the reader’s 

empathy. 

The first biography of the compilation is that of Thomas Harriot, friend and 

advisor to Sir Walter Raleigh, whose life in a turbulent time of history, coupled with 

the more descriptive style of P. C. Fenton, makes for a lively opening.  The diachronic 

structure of the book places the suspicion with which the sciences were held in the 

sixteenth century beside the scholars of the nineteenth century, an interesting majority 

of whom held strong religious beliefs.  Walter Heitler in later years is quoted as 

saying that where he had once visited physics departments, he now visited the 

departments of philosophy and theology, Edmund Taylor Whittaker published on the 

impact of science on philosophy and theology, George Salmon, whose biography is 

given the dubious summation of “This lack of coherence is least evident in his Conic 

Sections…” was Professor of Divinity in Trinity and George Gabriel Stokes, a 

“deeply religious man,” wrote on relationship between religion and science.  In a 

book, where the accounts of these scientists possess a stark functionality and a 
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utilitarian recounting of chronological facts of lives, the range of interests of the 

subjects forms a rather harsh contrast.  When one recalls that the book itself was the 

result of work commissioned by the National Committee for the History and 

Philosophy of Science it seems surprising that more was not made of the strong links 

felt by these men between mathematics and religion. 

One might be excused for approaching a book on the biographies of 

mathematicians written by mathematicians with a certain amount of trepidation, and 

unfortunately with no more than a few exceptions this is warranted.  As a factual 

account of the lives of mathematicians who were born or worked in Ireland the 

information given is doubtless accurate, but as insight into the lives of men whose 

commitment and devotion furthered the advancement of science it leaves this reader 

cold. 
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