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In August 1859 Bernhard Riemann, a little-known 32-year old mathematician, presented a

paper to the Berlin Academy titled: "On the Number of Prime Numbers Less Than a Given

Quantity." In the middle of that paper, Riemann made an incidental remark — a guess, a

hypothesis. What he tossed out to the assembled mathematicians that day has proven to be

almost cruelly compelling to countless scholars in the ensuing years. Today, after 150 years of

careful research and exhaustive study, the question remains. Is the hypothesis true or false?

Riemann's basic inquiry, the primary topic of his paper, concerned a straightforward but

nevertheless important matter of arithmetic — defining a precise formula to track and identify

the occurrence of prime numbers. But it is that incidental remark — the Riemann Hypothesis

— that is the truly astonishing legacy of his 1859 paper. Because Riemann was able to see

beyond the pattern of the primes to discern traces of something mysterious and

mathematically elegant shrouded in the shadows — subtle variations in the distribution of

those prime numbers. Brilliant for its clarity, astounding for its potential consequences, the

Hypothesis took on enormous importance in mathematics. Indeed, the successful solution to

this puzzle would herald a revolution in prime number theory. Proving or disproving it became

the greatest challenge of the age.It has become clear that the Riemann Hypothesis, whose

resolution seems to hang tantalizingly just beyond our grasp, holds the key to a variety of

scientific and mathematical investigations. The making and breaking of modern codes, which

depend on the properties of the prime numbers, have roots in the Hypothesis. In a series of

extraordinary developments during the 1970s, it emerged that even the physics of the atomic

nucleus is connected in ways not yet fully understood to this strange conundrum. Hunting down

the solution to the Riemann Hypothesis has become an obsession for many — the veritable

"great white whale" of mathematical research. Yet despite determined efforts by generations of

mathematicians, the Riemann Hypothesis defies resolution.Alternating passages of

extraordinarily lucid mathematical exposition with chapters of elegantly composed biography

and history, Prime Obsession is a fascinating and fluent account of an epic mathematical

mystery that continues to challenge and excite the world. Posited a century and a half ago, the

Riemann Hypothesis is an intellectual feast for the cognoscenti and the curious alike. Not just a

story of numbers and calculations, Prime Obsession is the engrossing tale of a relentless hunt

for an elusive proof — and those who have been consumed by it.

Bernhard Riemann was an underdog of sorts, a malnourished son of a parson who grew up to

be the author of one of mathematics' greatest problems. In Prime Obsession, John Derbyshire

deals brilliantly with both Riemann's life and that problem: proof of the conjecture, "All non-

trivial zeros of the zeta function have real part one-half." Though the statement itself passes as

nonsense to anyone but a mathematician, Derbyshire walks readers through the decades of

reasoning that led to the Riemann Hypothesis in such a way as to clear it up perfectly.

Riemann himself never proved the statement, and it remains unsolved to this day. Prime

Obsession offers alternating chapters of step-by-step math and a history of 19th-century

European intellectual life, letting readers take a breather between chunks of well-written

information. Derbyshire's style is accessible but not dumbed-down, thorough but not heavy-

handed. This is among the best popular treatments of an obscure mathematical idea, inviting

readers to explore the theory without insisting on page after page of formulae. In 2000, the



Clay Mathematics Institute offered a one-million-dollar prize to anyone who could prove the

Riemann Hypothesis, but luminaries like David Hilbert, G.H. Hardy, Alan Turing, André Weil,

and Freeman Dyson have all tried before. Will the Riemann Hypothesis ever be proved? "One

day we shall know," writes Derbyshire, and he makes the effort seem very worthwhile. --

Therese Littleton --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From

BooklistBernhard Riemann would make any list of the greatest mathematicians ever. In 1859,

he proposed a formula to count prime numbers that has defied all attempts to prove it true.

This new book tackles the Riemann hypothesis. Partly a biography of Riemann, Derbyshire's

work presents more technical details about the hypothesis and will probably attract math

recreationists. It requires, however, only a college-prep level of knowledge because of its

crystalline explanations. Derbyshire treats the hypothesis historically, tracking increments of

progress with sketches of well-known people, such as David Hilbert and Alan Turing, who have

been stymied by it. Carrying a million-dollar bounty, the hypothesis is the most famous

unsolved problem in math today, and interest in it will be both sated and stoked by these able

authors. Gilbert TaylorCopyright © American Library Association. All rights reserved --This text

refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Review"...[this book] will reward the

effort paid to [it]" -- Washington Post, May 4, 2003"...a nice history..." -- Mathematical Reviews,

2004"...a remarkably accessible and deeply researched description of this fascinating

problem. ... eminently successful at bringing this story to life." -- Science, October 3, 2003"...a

wonderful book. ...interestingly and skillfully written... it approaches many aspects of the

subject in imaginative and thought-provoking ways." -- The Mathematical Intelligencer, Winter

2004"...a wonderfully lucid and captivating explanation and history of the hypothesis and of the

life and times of Riemann." -- Mathematics Teacher, April 2004"...accessible to anyone

comfortable with simple mathematical formulas. ...Derbyshire’s remarkable book is, in my view,

a gem." -- Physics Today, June 2004"...mind-expanding..." -- Mark Haddon in The Daily

Telegraph, BOOKS OF THE YEAR column, November 22, 2003"...rewarding for those up to

the challenge. Energetic and conversational, it puts one at ease." -- Los Angeles Times, June

15, 2003"...warm and witty ... a genuinely enjoyable and enlightening experience." -- The New

York Sun, June 18, 2003"Derbyshire makes complex mathematical functions understandable

even to someone who hasn't looked at calculus in more than twenty years." -- Unresolved

References, September 12, 2004 --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of

this title.About the AuthorJohn Derbyshire is a mathematician and linguist by education, a

systems analyst by profession, and a celebrated writer in his spare time. He is best known as

the author of Seeing Calvin Coolidge in a Dream, the highly acclaimed 1996 novel that was

extravagantly praised by Jonathan Yardley in the Washington Post Book World and uniformly

well reviewed in the The New York Times Book Review, the New Yorker, and the Boston Globe,

among others. His work appears frequently in National Review and The New Criterion. Born

and raised in England, he has made his home in the U.S. for the past 15 years. He currently

lives in Huntington, New York, with his wife and two children. --This text refers to an out of print

or unavailable edition of this title.From the Inside Flap"John Derbyshire's tour de force Prime

Obsession guides one through a 200-year-long story of the world's best-known, unsolved

mathematical mystery. The formulation, study, and significance of the Riemann hypothesis

each represent immense areas of mathematical thought; this book expertly tackles them all.

The chapters filled with anecdotes alternate with chapters that lead the novice gently by hand

into the exploration of fundamental ideas -- captivating the reader and creating a lasting

impression."-- Arthur Jaffe, Harvard University"The Riemann Hypothesis is one of the deepest

of all unsolved problems in mathematics. Unfortunately it is difficult to state exactly what the



hypothesis is. It is high time that someone would write a book explaining the hypothesis in

ways understandable by ordinary mathematicians and even by laymen. Three cheers to John

Derbyshire for having finally done it."-- Martin Gardner, "Mathematical Games" columnist for

Scientific American and author of Did Adam and Eve Have Navels?"An informative,

comprehensive, well written account of the unsolved problem that most mathematicians regard

as the most important open problem in the field. Derbyshire not only tells the historical story

behind the problem -- the people stuff -- he also includes all the mathematics needed to

understand what the problem is about and how people are trying to solve it."-- Keith Devlin,

Stanford University, author of The Millennium Problems: The Seven Greatest Unsolved

Mathematical Puzzles of Our Time--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of

this title.Read more
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RAE - NJ, “Great read. I really loved this book - but I do think you have to understand college

level math to really get the most out of the book.The author really takes you on a journey of

watching the field of mathematics mature along with these questions about prime numbers.

And as a math guy, you can't help but feel you are seeing magic when you find there are

formulas with infinite series that link the primes and a summation of simple integers raised to a

power. It's kind of the same thing as finding out there are formulas for pi that have nothing to do

with circles or tangents or anything circular in nature. There is something more interesting

going on here that we humans have not figured out yet.”

Also_was_There, “Does require math knowledge, but well worth it too. Fine Book.. No, this is

not for math dummies. IF you got good grades in Pre-Calc and IF you remember it you will love

this book.If you struggle with algebra, trig. you will quickly bog down. I don't fault the author

who really does a man's job of makingall this rarified math intelligible. And it's a great story too.

Well written. But it is NOT easy if you lack the math. Truth said.If you've enjoyed popular

documentaries of this subject and want more, buy this book, smarten up, and the author will

richlyreward you.”

A. Cox, “This book changed my life. Really, No hyperbole, because of this book I have a



Masters in Maths(sic). Well actually I have a Masters in Maths because I studied for it, but yes

the inspiration came from this book.Having decided to review my (old) Physics knowledge and

study The Theory of General Relativity. I chanced across this book whilst browsing Math books

on this site, it was of course Riemann's name that caught my eye, since his geometry is (one

of) the basis behind Einstein's previously mentioned seminal theory. The reviews made the

book look interesting, but I was a bit skeptical as most Math/Science books for layman I found

to be well... crap!!! Though I will immediately state an exception for Kip Thorne's excellent

Black Holes etc.This book captivated me from the get go. I liked the structure, some Math (it's

mostly simply Elementary Number Theory and some really basic Analysis) alternating with

some history, I learned a lot from both. I'd never studied Number Theory before and learned

about a lot of mathematicians I'd never or fleetingly heard of. The tone wasn't too

condescending and the Math was just about right for his task, at least until the last chapter or

so.Anyway, when I hit the proof of the Euler Equation, I read it and read it again and again and

got hooked on Number Theory and started my own Prime Obsession. Now by the end of book

I never fully understood what the Riemann Hypothesis truly meant or implied; this may be also

due to the fact that by the end of the book I was already starting to study more Math and its

Queen... Number Theory, as I'd signed up for a Masters in Maths and wanted to be fully

prepared for it not having studied for a quite a few years by then. And by the end of the course I

got to study Riemann's original paper. All in all it was an enjoyable few years.Now to be honest

to really understand what Riemann was up to, you do need a wee bit more Math than

Derbyshire offers here, and Riemann's paper is a bit of a read as he makes a lot of

assumptions on the part of the reader (he of course assumes you're a Mathematician), this

makes the paper relatively short, but means you need to be up on your Complex Analysis,

Elementary and Analytic Number Theory help to. We used Apostal's excellent Analytic Number

Theory and I found Edward's Riemann Zeta Function to be extremely helpful too; it also has a

copy of the original paper.To conclude I highly recommend this book by Derbyshire as a great

starting point to Riemann's and Number Theory in general. It was for me!”

Joseph Turner, “Well Written and Engaging. Although I am a math enthusiast, I bought this

book for my 30+ son, who takes math to another level. I decided to do some casual reading

before passing it onto him. The book is 350+ pages and I am on page 75 and finding myself

reading more then initially planned. The author's style is very easy going and engaging. He

explains details to a level that spares you from having to go back to prior books for a refresher.

The book is structured to bounce between details on the math (odd chapters) and background

of the mathematicians (even chapters). This works nicely for me, allowing my brain to rest

while learning about a key contributor. Not sure when my son will eventually get his book, but I

am enjoying the read.”

Z Dawit, “Great for mathematics aficionados. Having taken enough mathematics courses in

college for a minor, I still found the math in the book to be quite complex. There is a reason that

the theorem hasn’t been proved yet!(although someone recently claims to have done it and it is

being checked). But the biographical tidbits of Riemann and other mathematicians were quite

fun. And the theory, as difficult to understand as it is, is a matter of some interest to me. Hope

to give it another run in due course, and possibly get more out of it than I did before.”

Jonathan, “Good, well-written, minor glitches. From the perspective if getting the reader from A

to B, the composite of biography and mathematics is getting to be popular for a good reason -



it actually works very well. As with all things, mathematics doesn't just happen, there's no

maths fairy that will put a theory under your pillow at night (oh, if only there were...), You need

context. The history and biographical details give that context.Good methods can be used

badly, but aside from a little awkward phrasing, there was nothing obviously bad here. If

someone wanted to understand the elements of maths talked about and how they came about,

the book is very respectable.Ok, defects. Some of the tables are broken because whoever

adapted the book wasn't very good with HTML. The text is awkward to read in places for the

same reason.Any factual defects? Just the usual ones, issues of infinities, some domains not

being quite orthodox, etc. Nothing that impacts the accuracy of the main subject, merely side

notes where the phrasing could confuse. The main topic is what matters, so just smile and nod

when it comes to the maths that simply doesn't matter.If I could rate chunks of book, most

would be a 5, with a few scattered 3s throughout. The average is more than 4, but not so high

that I'm ok just giving a 5 and having done with it.”

CRH, “Reimann Hypothesis demystified. There are two excellent and very readable books that

seek to demystify the Riemann Hypothesis, one is Marcus du Sautoy's 'The Music of the

Primes' and this is the other one. It starts off fairly gently and glides you through a lot of

preliminary number theory stuff that you need to understand before you get to the Riemann

Hypothesis itself. It helps if you have a good understanding of algebra, but even if you feel

doubtful about that just know that John Derbyshire has a great way of explaining difficult

concepts. The first half of the book is fairly easy to assimilate one chapter at a time, and even if

this is all you read and understand you will have learned a lot about the prime number

theorem, the zeta function, complex numbers and the Riemann Hypothesis; and it will also help

you to understand the Euler Identity, an extremely beautiful equation. The latter part of the

book has to explain some rather complex mathematics and it takes some time and

concentration to get to grips with it. Don't let that put you off. Just persevere by reading slowly

and re-reading the chapters - going back to earlier chapters helps a lot. It is, after all, a

complex mathematical concept. In the Prologue, John Derbyshire states that he aimed this

book at the 'intelligent and curious but non mathematical reader'. Anyway, you can also read

this book as a historical account of the development of our understanding of prime numbers, a

fascinating subject in itself.”

Prof G. J. Parker, “If you want to "get" the Riemann Hypothesis - then this is the book for you..

This is a very easy review to write. If you are looking at this review then you want to know

something about the Riemann Hypothesis and how it relates to the Prime Numbers. Well this

book takes you step-by-step from the very beginnings to the final conclusion in a very nicely

written way. You will need a good "A"-level in Pure Mathematics (at least) to get all the maths

bits, but just by reading the text you should gain a good understanding of the link between the

RH and the Primes. Unless you are a degree level mathematician who can work their way

through the original paper - then this book is probably your best route to understanding this

topic.”

ab..c, “Really helpful to gain comprehension. * PhysicalThe book i have has 422 pages of text,

is printed on a fair size of font for those who require specs, and the paper is of reasonable

quality too.* Target audience, A level / H.N.D, Undergraduate,Graduate, Post Graduate?This

book is accessible when considering its quality of writing, but (i.m.h.o) this is better introductory

read by second year mathematics students and above.* What's the best topics then?With



some books it is a historical journey with what they have done added. This book gives a fair

explanation of the maths and his life.The more accessible bits of the Riemann contribution to

mathematical knowledge is very well explained. The critical theory of arithmetic that all

numbers greater than one are a compound of prime numbers is very well explored too. Zeta

function, the one of the many function forms, the prime number generating function and its

simpler proofs is as well explained as i have seen in other small number of samples. The way

the calculation of the number of primes up to any integer is engaging to read. The many forms

of the Zeta function, sums and products equivalence, 'golden key' the supporting fundamental

math in this topic is really nicely completed. The writer knows his limits as this is a popular

science, math book. And this needs to be limited to not overwhelm the general reader. But the

math student in particular will find this book supportive of their topics and when, importantly,

you access videos from a very well known video sharing website, (you know the one) you may

find this knowledge comprehension greatly accelerated. By using both this book and the videos

at whichever level of academic difficulty you're at the moment, you may have a clearer time on

this introductory level of the important math topic. Its encouraging me to have another look at

further books too.* SummaryWith reading this book, ands watching and rewatching the videos

on the very well known website that cover these same areas, you may find this a real interest

and enjoyable way to gather knowledge in this area. This limited math level dexterity is fair,

comprehensible, and really clearly written. You need the online videos, (and a reasonable bb

connection), and  (this) book together then you're more likely to make progress. (i.m.h.o)”

Hamptonshirewonder, “Do not buy any others. I have read this book and two of the other three

popularisations about the Riemann hypothesis. Instead of interviewing mathematicians who

may be near to solving it or writing around the subject, this book actually works through the

mathematics of Riemann's 1859 paper. "Prime obsession" emphasises the centrality of the

other parts of Riemann's paper apart from the famous Hypothesis. By doing this it helps to

explain why some 30 years later that mathematicians were able to prove the Prime Number

Theorem, independently of the truth or otherwise of the famous Hypothesis. The Prime

Number Theorem states, roughly that: as numbers get larger the number of primes less than

that number tends to about the number divided by its logarithm (base e). The reason the

Prime Number Theorem could be proved, irrespective of Riemann's Hypothesis' truth, is

because of the techniques that Riemann invented in his 1859 paper.Riemann's starting point

was to generalise Euler's formula which relates the sum of the reciprocals of natural numbers:

1+1/2+1/3+1/4+... to the product of the inverses of the prime

numbers(1/2)*(1/3)*(1/5)*(1/7)*(1/11)*.....Derbyshire's explanation is far clearer and much

easier to follow than those in the other popularisations.This book is precise and clear: one

really feels that one has some insight into an astonishing piece of creative mathematical work

by the time one has read the book. That alone in my opinion should qualify it as one of the

greatest pieces of popular science writing of this or any other decade.This book needs to be

more actively marketed: whatever its faults, the author has made a genuine attempt to really

explain a great piece of science technically to a non -technical audience, rather than just

waffling around the subject and making us all feel these things are so far above our heads we

will never understand them in any way. This courage on the author's part needs to be more

widely feted.I cannot do more than endorse the other reviewers' praise for this classic-to-be. for

those interested in pursuing this fascinating subject further, I found Gamma: Exploring Euler's

Constant (Princeton Science Library) by Havil to be a wonderful book.”



W. Scott, “The best book on the Riemann Hypothesis. This is easily the best introduction to the

subject I have seen. Each chapter is followed by one on the history which makes it accessible

to everyman. This history is fascinating, a thing which can be done well or badly: it is done very

well! All the main equations are within the grasp of the enthusiast with no more knowledge than

A level. The graph of the zeta function is fundamental and it is very well done here.What gives

the book its intense narrative drive is the nature of the puzzle: that the non-trivial zeros are all

on the line with real part 1/2, along with the fact that it is very clearly explained. That the

Riemann Hypothesis gives every sign of being on the point of solution after so many advances

simply enhances the interest. It is not impossible that the final answer will be achieved by a

reader of this book who does not have the mindset of everyone else who has been engaged

with it for years.I believe that some areas of this book could be more accessible yet. The graph

and the plotting of points is still difficult. Maybe some software should be provided which shows

other dimensions than the two in a book. This author has done a magnificent job and may yet

do it better, or someone else. Once it falls within the range of far more minds one of them might

just have the originality to make a new move and fresh insights which explain this at last.I was

enthralled by this book. Compared with other efforts, this one is a phenomenal

achievement.William Scott”

The book by John Derbyshire has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 373 people have provided feedback.
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