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EXPLORING MARCUS DU SAUTOY THE STORY OF
MATHS

Mathematics  is  often  described  as  a  universal  language  –  a
discipline that transcends borders, cultures, and centuries. But
how did this language come to be? Who were the brilliant minds
that shaped its rules, and how did ancient civilizations stumble
upon  concepts  that  still  underpin  modern  science?  These
questions  are  at  the  heart  of  one  of  the  most  celebrated
documentary series ever produced on the subject: Marcus Du
Sautoy The Story Of  Maths.  Presented  by  the  charismatic
mathematician and author Marcus du Sautoy, this BBC four-part
series  is  a  journey  across  time  and  geography,  tracing  the
development of mathematical thought from the earliest counting
systems  to  the  abstract  landscapes  of  contemporary
mathematics. In this article, we will delve into the series, its key
themes,  and  why  it  remains  an  essential  watch  for  anyone
curious about the history of human knowledge.

Who is Marcus du Sautoy?
Before exploring the series itself, it is worth understanding the
man behind the narration. Marcus du Sautoy is a professor of
mathematics at the University of Oxford and a renowned public
educator. He has written several popular science books, including
The Music of the Primes  and Thinking Better,  and has been a
prominent  advocate  for  making  mathematics  accessible  and
exciting.  His  approachable  style,  infectious  enthusiasm,  and
ability to explain complex ideas in plain language make him the
perfect guide for Marcus Du Sautoy The Story Of Maths. He
does not simply recite facts; he brings history to life by visiting
actual  locations,  handling ancient artifacts,  and speaking with
contemporary  mathematicians.  This  hands-on,  immersive
approach  sets  the  series  apart  from  dry  textbook  histories.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE SERIES

Marcus Du Sautoy The Story Of Maths is divided into four
episodes, each covering a major period and geographical region
in the evolution of mathematics. The series was first broadcast in
2008 on BBC Four, and it has since been syndicated worldwide,
often  appearing  on  educational  channels  and  streaming
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platforms. Below is a breakdown of each episode, highlighting the
mathematical milestones and cultural contexts explored.

Episode 1: "The Language
of the Universe"
The  first  episode  begins  in  ancient  Egypt  and  Mesopotamia.  Du
Sautoy travels to the banks of the Nile and the Tigris-Euphrates
valley to examine the earliest known mathematical records: the
Rhind Papyrus and the Babylonian clay tablets. He explains how
practical  needs such as agriculture,  taxation,  and architecture
drove  the  development  of  arithmetic,  geometry,  and  the  first
number systems. The episode also covers the Greek revolution in
mathematics,  focusing  on  figures  like  Pythagoras,  Euclid,  and
Archimedes. Viewers are introduced to the concept of proof, the
golden ratio, and the foundations of geometry. Du Sautoy’s visit
to  the  ruins  of  ancient  Greek  temples  vividly  illustrates  how
mathematicians  of  that  era  saw  numbers  as  the  essence  of
reality.

Episode 2: "The Genius of
the East"
In  the  second  episode,  the  focus  shifts  to  the  mathematical
achievements of India, China, and the Islamic world. Du Sautoy
demonstrates how Indian mathematicians invented the concept

of  zero  and  developed  the  decimal  place-value  system  –  a
breakthrough that transformed arithmetic. He also explores the
work  of  Brahmagupta  and  the  Kerala  school’s  early
understanding  of  infinite  series  and  calculus,  centuries  before
Newton  and  Leibniz.  The  episode  then  moves  to  the  Islamic
Golden  Age,  where  scholars  in  Baghdad’s  House  of  Wisdom
translated  and  expanded  upon  Greek  texts.  Al-Khwarizmi’s
development of algebra (the word itself derives from his book Al-
Jabr)  and  the  introduction  of  Arabic  numerals  to  Europe  are
highlighted.  This  episode  is  crucial  for  understanding  that
mathematics  is  not  solely  a  Western  endeavor;  the  East
contributed foundational ideas that we now take for granted.

Episode 3: "The Frontiers of
Space"
Episode three transports viewers to Renaissance Europe, where
mathematics  began  to  be  applied  to  the  physical  world  in
unprecedented ways. Du Sautoy covers the work of Galileo, who
used geometry to  describe motion,  and René Descartes,  who
invented the coordinate system (Cartesian geometry) that unified
algebra and geometry. The episode then delves into the calculus
wars  between  Isaac  Newton  and  Gottfried  Wilhelm  Leibniz,
explaining how their competing notations and approaches shaped
the field. Later sections cover the development of non-Euclidean
geometries by Gauss, Bolyai, and Lobachevsky, which challenged
the centuries-old reign of Euclid’s postulates. The episode also
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touches on the emergence of probability theory and statistics,
with  figures  like  Pascal  and  Fermat  laying  the  groundwork.  Du
Sautoy’s  ability  to  connect  abstract  formulas  to  real-world
problems  –  such  as  mapping  the  stars  or  calculating  risks  –
makes this episode particularly engaging.

Episode 4: "To Infinity and
Beyond"
The final episode tackles the modern era, from the 19th century
to  the  present  day.  Du  Sautoy  discusses  the  crisis  in  the
foundations  of  mathematics,  including  Cantor’s  work  on  infinity,
Gödel’s incompleteness theorems, and the quest for a rigorous
logical basis for all of math. He also explores the rise of abstract
algebra,  topology,  and  chaos  theory.  The  episode  introduces
viewers  to  personalities  like  Évariste  Galois  (who  developed
group theory  before  dying  in  a  duel)  and  Bernhard  Riemann
(whose hypothesis remains unsolved). The series concludes by
reflecting  on  the  nature  of  mathematics  itself:  Is  it  invented  or
discovered?  Du  Sautoy  offers  a  nuanced  perspective,
acknowledging that while mathematical structures often seem to
exist  independently  of  human  minds,  their  development  is
inextricably linked to culture, creativity, and collaboration. The
documentary ends with a look at unsolved problems, such as the
Riemann  Hypothesis,  and  the  sense  of  wonder  that  drives
mathematicians to keep exploring.

WHY WATCH MARCUS DU SAUTOY THE STORY OF
MATHS?

There are many documentaries about mathematics, but Marcus
Du Sautoy The Story Of Maths stands out for several reasons.
First, its global scope is commendable. Too often, the history of
mathematics is  told as a linear story from Greece to Europe,
ignoring contributions from Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. Du
Sautoy  corrects  this  by  spending  significant  time  on  the
mathematical  innovations  of  India  and  the  Islamic  world,
emphasizing  that  they  were  not  merely  preservers  of  Greek
knowledge but original thinkers in their own right.
Second, the production values are high.  Du Sautoy travels to
historic  sites  –  the  Egyptian  pyramids,  the  ancient  library  of
Alexandria, the medieval streets of Baghdad, the observatories of
Jantar Mantar in India – which adds a vivid, tangible quality to the
narrative. Instead of just talking about numbers, he shows the
physical objects and locations where mathematical ideas were
born. This approach makes the content accessible to viewers who
may have little prior knowledge of math.
Third, Du Sautoy’s presentation style is warm and enthusiastic,
never  condescending.  He  treats  the  viewer  as  a  curious
companion rather than a student being lectured. His analogies
(comparing the golden ratio to the shape of a violin, for example)
are memorable and help demystify abstract concepts. He also
interweaves  mathematics  with  art,  music,  and  philosophy,
highlighting  the  deep  connections  between  different  fields  of
human  creativity.
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KEY THEMES AND TAKEAWAYS

One of the most powerful themes in Marcus Du Sautoy The
Story  Of  Maths  is  the  idea  of  mathematics  as  a  human
endeavor, shaped by needs, beliefs, and accidents of history. For
instance, the decimal system became dominant not because it is
inherently  superior,  but  because  it  was  adopted  by  influential
cultures that spread it through trade and conquest. Du Sautoy
also explores the tension between practical mathematics (used
for  building,  counting,  and commerce)  and pure  mathematics
(pursued for its own beauty and logical elegance). Throughout
history,  both  motivations  have  driven  progress,  often  in
surprising  ways.  The  invention  of  calculus,  for  example,  was
motivated by problems in physics,  but it  later enabled purely
mathematical discoveries about curvature and change.
Another  important  takeaway  is  the  role  of  collaboration  and
communication. Du Sautoy shows how mathematical knowledge
traveled along trade routes – from India to the Middle East, then
to Europe via Spain and Sicily. He also highlights the importance
of notation: the development of symbols like +, −, and =, and
the modern algebraic notation that allows complex ideas to be
expressed concisely.  These seemingly  trivial  innovations  were
actually revolutionary, making mathematics easier to learn and
build upon.
The series also addresses the philosophical  question that  has
occupied  mathematicians  for  centuries:  Is  mathematics
discovered  or  invented?  Du  Sautoy  does  not  give  a  definitive
answer but presents compelling evidence for both sides. The fact

that  mathematical  truths  seem to  be  consistent  across  different
cultures and times suggests they are discovered. Yet the diverse
ways  in  which  these  truths  are  expressed  –  different  notations,
different  approaches  to  proof  –  suggest  that  human  creativity
plays a role in shaping mathematical reality. This nuance makes
the series intellectually satisfying rather than dogmatic.

IMPACT AND LEGACY

Since its release, Marcus Du Sautoy The Story Of Maths has
become a staple in mathematics education. Many high school
and university  teachers use clips from the series to illustrate
historical context. The documentary has inspired numerous spin-
offs, including a book by Du Sautoy under the same title (though
the  book  covers  more  material  and  is  written  in  a  different
format).  The  series  has  also  been  praised  for  its  inclusivity,
particularly in highlighting the contributions of women and non-
Western mathematicians. For instance, Du Sautoy discusses the
work  of  Hypatia  of  Alexandria,  one  of  the  first  recorded  female
mathematicians,  and  the  20th-century  mathematician  Emmy
Noether,  whose work in  abstract  algebra was fundamental  to
modern physics.
Viewers  who  finish  the  series  often  come  away  with  a  renewed
appreciation for the ubiquity of mathematics. Du Sautoy points
out that math is not just a school subject but a lens through
which we can understand patterns in nature, music, art, and even
social  systems.  He  shows  how  prime  numbers  are  used  in
encryption, how geometry is essential to computer graphics, and
how  probability  theory  underpins  everything  from  weather
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forecasts to board games. In doing so, he makes a compelling
case that mathematics is a vital part of human culture, not a dry
collection of rules.

HOW TO WATCH AND USE THE SERIES

The series  is  available  on  DVD,  but  it  can  also  be  accessed
through various streaming platforms and educational websites.
Some libraries and schools have copies. If you are teaching a
course on the history of mathematics, using episodes as weekly
viewing assignments can spark classroom discussions. For self-
study, watching one episode at a time and then reading related
chapters  in  a  history  of  math  textbook  can  deepen
understanding. Du Sautoy’s own book The Story of Mathematics:
From the Babylonians to the World of the Unknown serves as an
excellent companion, providing more details and illustrations.
Parents and homeschoolers may also find the series valuable for
introducing older children (ages 12 and up) to the human side of
math.  The  series  contains  no  graphic  content  and  is  rated

appropriate for general audiences. However, some concepts (like
calculus  or  non-Euclidean  geometry)  may  require  a  bit  of
background to fully appreciate, so younger viewers might need
guidance from an adult.

CONCLUSION

Marcus Du Sautoy The Story Of Maths is far more than a
typical educational documentary. It is a sweeping narrative that
connects ancient clay tablets to modern supercomputers, and it
does  so  with  clarity,  warmth,  and  visual  beauty.  By  placing
mathematics  in  its  historical  and  cultural  context,  Marcus  du
Sautoy reveals that numbers are not abstract symbols but part of
the very fabric of our shared heritage. Whether you are a lifelong
math enthusiast or someone who has always found the subject
intimidating,  this  series  offers  a  compelling  invitation  to  explore
the story behind the world’s most universal language. It reminds
us that the quest to understand mathematics is, in the end, a
quest to understand ourselves.


