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by Albert Stasenko
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When Pythagoras discovered his famous
theorem, he was so overjoyed he sacri-
ficed an ox to the gods-so the story goes.

Tinkering with triangles and the theo-
rem, another Pythagorean made a star-
ding discovery. If the two arms of a right
triangle are one unit long, the hypot-
enuse is {2. Now, 2 isn't a perfect
square/ so its square root isn't a whole
number or a fraction made of whole
numbers. It's itrational. Pythagoras
was so pleased with the discovery he
sacrificed another ox-so they say.

Morris Kline notes that the second
story is suspect on two counts. First, "if
all the legends telling of Pythagoras sac-
rificing an oxwere trug he couldnothave
had time for mathematics." More impor-
tarriy, irrational numbers shook his phi-
losophy to its core. The Pythagoreans
believed that everything in nature can be
reduced to whole numbers or theirratios.
So another legend has the ring of truth:
sailing to an untold destination, they
tossed the hapless discoverer overboard.

Reprising its appearance in the fanu-
aryfFebruary 1994 issue, the Pythag-
orean theorem pops up in "suggestive
Tilings," which begins on page 36.
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