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The Galois Tragedy


Évariste Galois was a French mathematician born in October of 1811.  He was born in Bourg-la-Reine to well educated parents Adelaide and Nicholas.  Galois was home school by his mother until the age of 12, when he then attended Lycée Louis-le-Grand and excelled his first two years.  He was asked to repeat his third year due to poor rhetoric, which will be a frequent problem for Galois.  In 1827, Galois began studying math, and excelled immediately, with his teacher even stating that Galois should study only math and studying anything else would be a waste of his time.


Upon realizing his natural ability, Galois took the entrance exam for the prestigious mathematics school École Polytechnique, but failed.  He continued his studies at Louis-le-Grand where a second math teacher saw the ability for greatness in Galois and spoke highly of his intelligence.  Galois took the entrance exam a second time, and failed once more.  Even though Galois was fir for the program, a few ideas are held as to why he failed the second time.  One idea is Galois would have been significantly preoccupied grieving the death of his father, who after a political scandal with a priest had driven him to commit suicide shortly before the exam1.  Also, according to Bell in Men of Mathematics, Galois was given an “insignificant” question and threw the eraser rag at the examiner’s head2.  It is also thought Galois skipped a lot of steps and was not clear enough for the examiner to follow, which upset Galois considerably3.  As shown earlier, Galois was poor at articulating what he meant, which would have hurt his scores.


Galois ended up attending the less impressive École Normale.  In 1829, Galois published his first paper on continued fractions when he was only 17 years old.  He also submitted two papers to the Academy of Sciences on the theory of polynomial equations, striving to win the Grand Prize in mathematics.  A man name Augustine Cauchy was chosen to referee Galois’s work, and felt it had a good chance at winning if the two papers were combined.  Galois did as suggested and sent the final paper to the Academy’s secretary Jean Fourier.  Fourier took the paper to examine for the prize, but unfortunately died before the prize was awarded.  Galois’s work was not found after his death and was never judged for the prize.


Galois wasn’t only a mathematician, but had great interest in politics.  Galois was kicked out of his school due to writing a letter to the newspaper of Normale, criticizing the director for locking all students in the school to prevent them from joining riots.  At a banquet held celebrating the acquittal of a few officers who were charged with conspiracy, Falois apparently threatened the Kind with a dagger during a toast.  Surprisingly, Galois suffered no consequences from this action.  From this, Galois must have been feel a little lucky, so on Bastille Day, Galois was leading a protest while wearing an old uniform of the National Guard he was once involved, which was illegal.  He was arrested and imprisoned for six months, where he continued to study mathematics. 


While in prison, Galois received a rejection letter about work submitted to a man named Simeon Poisson, who said his work was unclear, but suggested Galois try again with all of his work included.  Galois gave up on having the Academy publish his work, and instead sent everything to his friend Auguste Chevalier.  Shortly after being released from prison, Galois accepted a duel he knew he was going to lose.  The night before, he wrote a letter to Chevalier, which is frequently suggested to be a letter overflowing with many mathematical ideas, but this seems to be an exaggeration.  Instead, the letter simply outlined ideas he had been thinking about with previous work attached.  The following day he was shot and died at the age of 20, with much less academic credit than he deserved.


Galois has been credited with naming ‘group theory,’ which many mathematicians work on prior to Galois.  Galois most significant contribution to mathematics is known as the Galois theory.  This theory connects group theory and field theory.  Specifically, this theory shows whether or not a polynomial with rational coefficients can be solved by knowing whether or not the permutation of its roots were solvable.  Galois theory shows why equations with exponents greater than four cannot always be solved with radicals but equations with exponents less than four can be.
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