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This latest bingraphy of William Rowan Hamilton deals much
more with the man than with his work, but claims that in the

end 'eurn the most recondite arhievements! will seem less mys-

terious in the lighl of the study of Hamilton's pbersonal dev-
elopment. Mow the portrait of an artist as a man may some-
times throw scme light on the way in which he came to exercise
his imagination; but in {he case of scientists, and of math-
ematicians especially, the roots of personality and invention
are far tuoo mysteriously entwined for us to disentangle them
with the imperfect insights presently at our command . When-
ever Lhe evidence is avallable, it is good to have biographies
of important mathematicians simply because we want to know
what kinds of people our heroes uwere and what kinds of lives
they led. Such a biography need not duwell in detail on the
subject's achievements, so long as the reader learns enough

of these to obtain a true measure of the intellectual stature
of the subject, and so long as they are portrayed as vital
components of his life (e.g. Mr Reid's biography of Hilbert).
As T.L. Hankins writes in.what Mmr O0'Donnell acknowledges 3s
the 'definitive life' of Hamilton (published 1980) "it will
not do to write the life of a mathematician excluding his
mathematics". Unfortunately, that is what Mr 0'Donnell has
done - not intentionally, for he attempts to summarize Hamil-
ton's scientific work; but inevitably, for he does not under -
stand any of the mathematics well enough to convey its import-
ance in any way other than by quoting from time to time what
others have said of it. probably Mr 0'Donnell wanted this
account of Ireland's greatest scientist to reach a much wider
audience than did the monumental 'Life' of Graves or the sch-
olarly book of Hankins, and of course he may succeed, for he

has a lively style of writing; but if the object was to make




