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Remembering a "Magical Genius' If ever there were an exemplar of
inbornmathematical ability it would be Srinivasa Ramanujan, a poor, uneducated
Indian, born 100 years ago, who was one of the greatest and most unusual
mathematical geniuses who ever lived. Although he died young--at age 32--
Ramanujan left behind a collection of results that are only now beginning to be
appreciated. Ramanujan's story is one of the greatromantic tales of mathematics,
made all the more haunting because of the mystery surrounding the man. No one,
no matter how much they try, has ever been able to understand the workings of
Ramanujan's mind, now he came to think of his results, or the source of this
incredible outpouring of mathematics. On 1 to 5 June, mathematicians
gatheredat the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign to celebrate the
centenary of Ramanujan's birth and to try to place his work in the context of
modern mathematics. It was no surprise that Ramanujan's work is meaningful to
mathematicians today--he touched on some very fundamental problems in
number theory and analysis. But it was somewhat unexpected that his results are
so relevants to problems he could have known nothing about--string theory in
physics, for example, and fast algorithms in computer science. It also was
surprising to see how many people were touched throughout their professional
lives by Ramanujan --everyone from theoretical physicist Freeman Dyson of the
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Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton to number theorist Paul Erdos of the
Hungarian Academy of Sciences. Ramanujan, wrote mathematician G. H.Hardy of
Cambridge University, was "a man whose career seems full of paradoxes and
contradictions, who defies almost all the canons by which we are accustomed to
judge one another, and about whom all of us will probably agree in one judgment
only, that he was in some sense a very great mathematician.' He also was what the
late Mark Kac calleda "magical genius.' Kac, says George Andrews of Pennsylvania
State University, classified geniuses as "ordinary' or "magical.' An ordinary genius
is one of whom you might say, "Oh yes, I would have thought of that if I were 100
times smarter.' A magical genius, on the other hand, is one who would lead you to
say, "I have no idea where those results came from.' Ramanujan was born in 1887
in the townof Erode, in southern India, and grew up in the nearby town of
Kumbakonam, where his father was an accountant for a cloth merchant. Although
his family was of the middle class, he was actually very poor. Ramanujan, his
brother, and his parents lived in a one-room adobe home. His entire
mathematical education seems to have been gleaned from only two books, and
these were books that mathematicians would not even give to students today
because they are not particularly good. In fact, says Robert Rankin of Glasgow
University, the books were not even good in Ramanujan's day. When he was 12,
Ramanujan borrowedthe first of these math books, S. L. Linney's Plane
Trigonometry, from an older...
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