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I Want to Be a 
(Computational) Mathematician

Twenty years ago Halmos wrote a wonderful book entitled I Want to Be a Mathematician, describing his life as a 
mathematician, while also giving us a history of mathematics from the 1930s to the 1980s.   I read his book while 
in graduate school and delighted in the stories and his perspectives on life as a mathematician.   In this talk, I’d 
like to give my own perspective, beginning when I became interested in mathematics as an undergraduate to today, 
focusing on some recent work on new algorithms, massively parallel computers, and the application of both to some 
of today’s most challenging problems.   This combination of mathematics with computers has given rise to the field 
of computational mathematics, which has helped to advance computational science to the point that many people 
today now view it as the third pillar of science alongside experiments and theory.  I will give examples of the power of 
computational mathematics drawn from my personal experiences and explain how mathematics amplifies scientific 
research.   I will conclude with some thoughts on the future of computational and applied mathematics and what I 
see as the challenging new opportunities for helping science and society as a whole. 


