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Abstract This article introduces the papers in the special

section of the Lettera Matematica International Edition

dedicated to author David Foster Wallace.
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1 David Foster Wallace and mathematics: preface

Dedicating an entire section of a mathematics journal to a

single writer, moreover one who is not a mathematician, is

undoubtedly a little strange. The case of David Foster

Wallace is however rather singular and we believe merits

attention. In 2003, when he was already quite famous, at

least in the United States, Wallace published a long,

400-page non-fiction work on Cantor’s mathematical

infinity [2], which he considered one of the most fasci-

nating intellectual adventures of all time. It’s a rather

strange feeling for a mathematician to discover a writer

who is capable of being moved by infinitesimal calculus

and Fourier series, to the point where he feels a need to

communicate it publicly. And it does not end there. In the

vaguely autobiographical work of non-fiction/fiction enti-

tled ‘Derivative Sport in Tornado Alley’ [1990, repub-

lished in (Wallace 1998)], Wallace begins like this: ‘When

I left my boxed township of Illinois farmland to attend my

dad’s alma mater in the lurid jutting Berkshires of western

Massachusetts, I all of a sudden developed a jones for

mathematics’ [1, p. 3].

In this special section of the Lettera Matematica Inter-

national Edition, we have decided to explore the bound-

aries of this addiction; there is—as you will see—an

abundance of material. In 1996 Wallace published a novel,

his masterpiece, over 1000 pages in length, in which

infinity is one of the principal themes, beginning with the

title, Infinite Jest, and in which the mathematical allusions

never cease to amaze the reader. One of the many notes in

the book contains several integrals and the statement of the

mean value theorem. In an interview Wallace said that the

novel was conceived with a structure that was inspired by a

Sierpinski triangle.

After his suicide, which happened in 2008 when he was

only 46 years old, Wallace became a world famous author,

translated into many languages and the object of academic

studies and international symposia. However, in this issue

of the LMIE we will limit ourselves to looking at him

through the particular lens of his passion for mathematics.

This restricted vision, however, will allow us to focus

better on some of significant aspects of this writer.

Let us see how this section is structured. We open with

two articles: Laura Kreyder’s ‘David Foster Wallace: a

brief biography’ and ‘‘‘I am in here’’: the Archivio David

Foster Wallace Italia’, a description of the website that has

for years now dealt with the analysis of Wallace in Italy

and whose collaborators have made a fundamental contri-

bution to the creation of this section. This is followed by

‘Introduction to the David Foster Wallace special section

of the Lettera Matematica International Edition’ by Ste-

phen J. Burn, an introduction, of a literary nature, by one of

the internationally best known scholars of Wallace.
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There are then three professional mathematicians who

describe from their points of view David Foster Wallace

and his relationship to mathematics (not everyone sees this

in the same way). These are: Roberto Natalini, ‘David

Foster Wallace and the mathematics of infinity’; Jordan

Ellenberg ‘Everything and More’ by David Foster Wallace:

a review’; Michael Harris, ‘A sometimes funny book

supposedly about infinity: a review of Everything and

More’.

These are followed by three articles in the vein of ‘the

making of’. ‘Everything, and more, in Austin’ by Laura

Kreyder is a tour among the papers left by Wallace

regarding the preparation of his book on Cantorian infinity.

‘The Making of Wallace’s Everything and More: an

interview with Erica Neely’ by Stuart James Taylor is a

previously unpublished interview with Erica Neely, who

had helped write this book. ‘The author’s voice: the

translators of David Foster Wallace’ by Eleonora Viganò is

based on a series of interviews with Wallace’s Italian

translators.

Next comes a pause, perhaps to relax us (though in

reality it’s to make us dizzy): ‘Something less: a concise

(but jumbled) explanation of the infinite in comics’ is an

eight-page comic that is dense and conceptual, drawn by

Emanuele Rosso exclusively for the Lettera Matematica, in

which the dialogue engages Wallace himself in a discus-

sion on infinity and surroundings.

This is followed by two articles by non-mathematicians,

who nevertheless speak competently of their points of view

on Wallace’s connections to mathematics. These are:

‘‘‘Mathematically uncontrolled but humanly contained’’:

narrative iteration in Infinite Jest’ by Ugo Panzani and

‘Reactions to chaos theory: the mathematical references in

the notes of Infinite Jest’ by Marta Bono.

This issue closes with ‘David Foster Wallace: language,

mathematics, memory’ by Jordan Ellenberg, a brief recol-

lection written shortly after Wallace’s death.

For our part, we hope that this effort of ours will pique

your curiosity at least a little and lead you to take some of

Wallace’s works in hand. Believe us, they are really worth

it (and not only for the mathematical references).
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