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AN INTRODUCTION TO THE THEORY
OF NUMBERS*
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Part I

1. Farey Series. The theory of numbers has alwavs occu-
pied a peculiar position among the purely mathematical
sciences. It has the reputation of great difficulty and mystery
among many who should be competent to judge; I suppose
that there is no mathematical theory of which so many well-
qualified mathematicians are so much afraid. At the same
time it is unique among mathematical theories in its appeal
to the uninstructed imagination and in its fascination for
the amateur. It would hardly be possible in any other sub-
ject to write books like Landau’s Vorlesungen or Dickson’s
History, six great volumes of overwhelming erudition, better
than the football reports for light breakfast table reading.

The excursions of amateur mathematicians into mathe-
matics do not usually produce interesting results. I wish
to draw your attention for a moment to one very singular
exception. Mr. John Farey, Sen., who lived in the Napoleonic
era, has a notice of twenty lines in the Dicitonary of National
Biography, where he is described as a geologist. He received
asa boy “a good mathematical training”. He was at one time
agent to the Duke of Bedford, but afterwards came to Lon-
don, where he acquired an extensive practice as a consulting
surveyor, which led him to travel much about the country
and “collect minerals and rocks”. His principal work was a
geological survey of Derbyshire, undertaken for the Board
of Agriculture, but he also wrote papers in the Philosophical
Magazine, on geology and on many other subjects, such as

* The sixth Josiah Willard Gibbs Lecture, read at New York City,
December 28, 1928, before a joint session of the American Mathematical
Society and the American Association for the Advancement of Science.



