
 
 

F. L. Gr iffi n Mathfest 
Saturday, February 23, 2008 

9:45 a.m. - 3:00 p.m. 
 

COMPLEX NUMBERS:  
from Geometry to Astronomy 

 
Complex numbers comprise a computational system within which one may clarify and study 
many kinds of mathematical problems.  In this brief course, we will describe the complex 
number system carefully and pose several computational problems for discussion.  Then we 
will apply the system to develop the classical problems of construction with straight-edge and 
compass, including the problems of trisecting angles, duplicating cubes, squaring circles, and 
constructing regular polygons.  If time permits, we will apply the system to study the problem 
of saving appearances in classical astronomy, which called for a description of the puzzling 
motion of the planets in terms of circular motion at constant speed.  For the latter problem, we 
would introduce the elementary features of the theory of finite Fourier series. 
 

 
 

The program will be conducted at Reed College by Thomas Wieting, professor of 
mathematics. Lunch and a campus tour will be provided over the noon hour.  
 
High school mathematics faculty are welcome and encouraged to attend. There is no cost to 
participants. 
 
Prerequisites:  
¥ Pre-registration required 
¥ Junior or senior standing in high school 
 
Registration deadline is Friday, February 15, 2008 
Enrollment will be limited to 25 students, plus teachers 


