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Preface

This 1s the life story of Emmy Noether, the most important
female mathematician who ever lived. In 1973, Irving Kaplan-
sky wrote “ ... it is surely not much of an exaggeration to call
her the mother of modern algebra,” and his assessment still
stands. Because no one expected Emmy to grow up to be an
important scientist, the records of her early life are sketchy.
Atfter all, 1t was assumed that she would grow up to be a wife
and mother. Instead, she was a genius who chose her own
distinctive path. However, we should forgive her parents tor
not foreseeing her remarkable future given the limited options
available to women at the time.

The story that T have written is based on the scraps of in-
formation that we have, but of themselves those tidbits do not
present a coherent story. I wove the story of her life around the
events that appear in the oral and written records, fleshing out
the story with what I know of life in Germany at the time and
what I know of how bright children explore mathematics. In
other words, although this is a biography of Noether, it has an
element of fictton as well. I hope her irrepressible charm and
keen intellect come through.

In the story, I have incorporated a few German words and
expressions, which appear in the glossary at the end of the
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book, along with explanations of mathematical terms. When
you encounter words that you don’t know, you should consult
the glossary.

There are some tantalizing hints of Emmy Noether’s
childhood that are part of the historical record. For example,
we know that she went to a birthday party where the children
were asked to solve puzzles that only Emmy was able to solve.
We don’t know whose birthday 1t was, how old Emmy was,
or what puzzles were presented. We know that the family had
musical evenings in their home in which a guest played the
violin and Emmy’s mother played the piano beautitully, but
we don’t know that they played Brahms’s Sonata in G Major,
op. 78, tor violin and piano or who the violinist was. This
sonata would have been current at that time and would have
fit in to an evening in a home setting, and my great aunt took
great pleasure in playing this sonata in 1918. We know that
the only piano piece that Emmy could play well was “The
Happy Farmer.” We know that Emmy’s mother complained
about the water bill that they had to share with the Wiede-
mann family downstairs, but we don’t know exactly what
she said, or how Emmy’s father responded. We don’t know
specifically what games Emmy and her brothers played, but
Nine Men’s Morris has been played throughout Europe for
many centuries, and it is still a popular game with German
children. (The set-up and the rules tor the game are in the
appendix at the end of this book.) Since we know none of the
details of these and other events, my only option was to con-
struct plausible scenes of her childhood in a way that I think
they might have happened, working with the facts that are
available.
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The records of her activities as an adult are better docu-
mented, but even there the details are scanty. Since no one
knows exactly what people said in private conversations, I
have created dialogues as I think they could have happened.
However, we do know that in 1915, when Emmy was denied
her Habilitation on her first try, Hilbert asked his colleagues
(all professors) if they realized that it was a university—not a

bathing establishment—that they were talking about, and the
professors were scandalized. They were unwilling at that time
to bestow the title of professor on a mere woman. We also
know that for years Emmy went swimming every day with
Nina Courant and that the water was often muddy. We do not
know that Emmy cheered as her students kissed the goose girl
in the city hall square, but I think she must have. That would
have been decidedly Noether-like.

Emmy Noether’s experiences facing discrimination form
a central part of her story. As a female and a Jew, she encoun-
tered daunting obstacles. I do not know that her father told her
the stories of Hypatia, Kovalesky, and Young, but I think 1t 1s
possible, and the parallels are poignant. Young women of to-
day do not tace the obvious barriers that Emmy Noether and
others ftaced, yet they still must contend with stereotypes and
the many demands and limitations on women in our society. I
hope with Noether’s example, a few more young women will
discover the magic of mathematics.

I became very fond of Emmy Noether as I constructed her

story—each time I read the tributes at the end of her story, I
am moved once more. She was warm and lively, utterly selfless,
and became passionate about mathematics as she matured. She

gives new meaning to the expression “pure mathematics.”
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