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MATH 105-6: FRESHMAN SEMINAR: THEORIES OF MIND AND MATHEMATICS
PROF. THEO JOHNSON-FREYD, NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY, SPRING 2014

THEME

We have seen already a number of important themes appear in the readings: recursion, the location
of meaning, translation and interpretation, truth and beauty, knowledge and understanding, the
relationship between abstract mathematics and the physical world, the relationship between human
thought and abstract truth, Tumbolia, whether contradictions are a contradiction, levels of software
and hardware, how other people or species think — this is only a partial list, and you are encouraged
to add to it. One of the theses of Hofstader’s book Gddel, Escher, Bach is that many of these themes
are visible in art and music. The purpose of this assignment is to explore that thesis.

Find a work of visual art at the Art Institute of Chicago (free for Northwestern undergraduates
with student ID) that illustrates or otherwise interacts with one of the themes from this class. You
should choose a work that is not already discussed in Gaodel, Escher, Bach. In a short essay, explain
your chosen theme, and how your chosen artwork illustrates/interacts with it.

While putting together your essay, be sure also to educate yourself about the artist and the context
for their art. Whether that background information ends up in your essay is up to you, and
depends on the point you choose to make. Of course, any outside sources should be correctly cited
and included in a bibliography.

VARIATION

I think you will have the best luck, in terms of quality and variety of sources, by using a work of
art from the Art Institute, and I highly recommend exploring it if you haven’t already. But you
may also decide to use a piece from another regional art museum (see http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/List_of_museums_and_cultural_institutions_in_Chicago#Art for a partial list). I do
want you to inspect the original artwork: don’t trust reproductions on the internet or in books.

INSTRUMENTATION

Your essay should be addressed toward a typical Northwestern student who is not participating
in this class. In particular, you must provide enough context about your artwork and theme for
someone who hasn’t been to the Art Institute and has not read any readings for the class to be
able to understand your essay.

Your essay should be two to three pages, double spaced, written in a normal typeface (like Times
and Times New), in a normal size (11pt or 12pt), with normal margins (between lin and 1.5in). It
should be copy-edited and should follow the conventions of an academic essay.

Your essay should be submitted in PDF form by email to theojf@math.northwestern.edu by 9am
on Tuesday, April 29. You should also bring two printed-out copies with you to class that day.
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