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What is a polynomial ?

anxn + · · ·+ a1x + a0

This modern notation was more or less developed by René Descartes
(1596-1650) in his book La Géométrie [Geometry] (1637).

Before the 17th century, mathematicians usually did not use any
particular notation.

Before Descartes, François Viète (1540-1603) has already developed
the basic idea of introducing arbitrary parameters into an equation and to
distinguish these from the equation’s variables.
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François Viète (1540-1603) René Descartes (1596-1650)

He used consonant (B, C, D, . . ..) to denote parameters and vowels
(A,E, I, . . .) to denote variables.

Certainly, letters had been used before Viète, but not in actual
computations; one letter would be used for a certain quantity, another
for its square, and so forth.
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Let us give an idea of the notation used in Viète is book Zététiques
[Introduction to the Analytic Art ](1591), the expression

F ·H + F ·B
D + F

= E

is written 



F in H
+F in B

D + F



æquabitur E.

Viète’s notation for powers of the unknown is very heavy: he writes “A
quadratum” for A2, “A cubus” for A3, “A quadrato-quadratum” for A4 ,
etc., and “A potestas,” “A gradum” for Am, An.
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His notation was only partly symbolic. For example, an equation in the
unknown A, such as A3 + 3B2A = 2C3 would be expressed by Viète as

A cubus +B plano 3 in A aequari C solido 2.

Note that Viète required “homogeneity” in algebraic expressions: all
terms had to be of same degree (for example, all terms above are of the
third degree).

The requirement of homogeneity goes back to Greek antiquity, where
geometry reigned supreme. To the Greek way of thinking, the product
ab (say) denoted the area of a rectangle with sides a and b; similarly, abc
denoted the volume of a cube. An expression such as ab+c had no meaning
since one could not add length to area.

This condition of homogeneity was definitively abandoned only around
the time of Descartes.
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Most of the shortcomings of Viète’s notations were overcome by
Descartes in his important book La Géométrie [Geometry], in which he
expounded the basic elements of analytic geometry.

Before Descartes, 3x2 was written as 3 2
^ by Ralfaele Bombelli in 1572,

whereas Simon Stevin wrote 3 3© + 5 2©− 4 1© for 3x3 + 5x2 − 4x in 1585.

The exponential notation x2, x3, etc., came with Descartes, whose
formulas are actually written in a notation very close to our own. For
example, he used x, y, z, . . . for variables and a, b, c, for parameters.

Most importantly, he introduced an “algebra of segments.” That is, for
any two line segments with lengths a and b, he constructed line segments
with lengths a + b, a− b, a× b, and a/b.

Thus homogeneity of algebraic expressions was no longer needed. For
example, ab + c was now a legitimate expression, namely a line segment.
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So there is no need of geometry in algebra and algebra had now become
considerably more abstract. It was well on its way to to play an important
role in mathematics.

Viète and Descartes’s notations and ideas proved indispensable in the
crucial developments of the seventeenth century: in analytic geometry,
calculus, and mathematized science.

Remarks on other notations.

The signs + and − were already in use around 1480 (+ was apparently
a deformation of the symbol &), but by the beginning of the 17th century,
they were used generally.
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Multiplication was written as M by Michael Stifel (1545), and as in by
Viète (1591); our current notation dates back to William Oughtred (1637)
for the symbol ×, and to Wilhelm Leibniz (1698) for the dot.

The symbol = used by Michel Recorde (1557) came to replace the
symbol used by Descartes, an α written backward, toward the end of the
17th century, thanks to Leibniz.

Albert Girard (1595-1632) introduced the notation
√

3, which he
substituted for 1

3©; he also introduced the abbreviations for sine and tangent,
and used the symbols <,> like Harriot.

The symbol
∑

was introduced by Leonhard Euler (1707-1783).

These notations passed into general usage only during the 19th century.
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What do we mean by solving an equation ?

Example 1. Solve the equation x2 = 1.

x2 = 1
x2 − 1 = 0

(x− 1)(x + 1) = 0
x = 1 or = −1

• Need to check that in fact (1)2 = 1 and (−1)2 = 1.

Exercise. Solve the equation

√
x +

√
x− a = 2

where a is a positive real number.
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What do we mean by solving a polynomial
equation ?

Meaning I:

Solving polynomial equations: finding numbers that make the
polynomial take on the value zero when they replace the variable.

• We have discovered that x, which is something we didn’t know, turns out
to be 1 or −1.
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Example 2. Solve the equation x2 = 5.

x2 = 5
x2 − 5 = 0

(x−√5)(x +
√

5) = 0
x =

√
5 or −√5

• But what is
√

5 ? Well,
√

5 is the positive real number that square to 5.

• We have ”learned” that the positive solution to the equation x2 = 5 is
the positive real number that square to 5 !!!

• So there is a sense of circularity in what we have done here.

• Same thing happens when we say that i is a solution of x2 = −1.
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What are “solved” when we solve these
equations ?

• The equations x2 = 5 and x2 = −1 draw the attention to an inadequacy
in a certain number system (it does not contain a solution to the equation).

• One is therefore driven to extend the number system by introducing, or
‘adjoining’, a solution.

• Sometimes, the extended system has the good algebraic properties of the
original one, e.g. addition and multiplication can be defined in a natural
way.

• These extended number systems (e.g. Q(
√

5) = {a + b
√

5|a, b ∈ Q} or
Q(i)) have the added advantage that more equations can be solved.
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Consider the equation

x2 = x + 1.

• By completing the square, or by applying the formula, we know that the

solutions are 1+
√

5
2 or 1−√5

2 .

• It is certainly not true by definition that 1+
√

5
2 is a solution of the equation.

• What we have done is to take for granted that we can solve the equation
x2 = 5 (and similar ones) and to use this interesting ability to solve an
equation which is not of such a simple form.

• When we solve the quadratic, what we are actually showing that the
problem can be reduced to solving a particularly simple quadratic x2 = c.
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What do we mean by solving a polynomial
equation ?

Meaning II:

Suppose we can solve the equation xn = c, i.e. taking roots, try to
express the the roots of a degree n polynomial using only the usual algebraic
operations (addition, subtraction, multiplication, division) and application
of taking roots.

• In this sense, one can solve any polynomials of degree 2,3 or 4 and this is
in general impossible for polynomials of degree 5 or above.
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• The Babylonians (about 2000 B.C.) knew how to solve specific quadratic
equations.

• The solution formula for solving the quadratic equations was mentioned
in the Bakshali Manuscript written in India between 200 BC and 400 AD.

• Based on the work of Scipione del Ferro and Nicolo Tartaglia, Cardano
published the solution formula for solving the cubic equations in his book
Ars Magna (1545).

• Lodovico Ferrari, a student of Cardano discovered the solution formula
for the quartic equations in 1540 (published in Ars Magna later).

• The formulae for the cubic and quartic are complicated, and the methods
to derive them seem ad hoc and not memorable.
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• In the following paper, the authors provide a beautiful unified approach,
based on circulant matrices, to solving polynomial equations of degree ≤ 4.

D. Kalman and J.E. White, Polynomial Equations and Circulant
Matrices, The American Mathematical Monthly, 108, no.9, 821-840, 2001.

Circulant matrices. An n×n circulant matrix is formed from any n-vector
by cyclically permuting the entries. For example, starting with [a b c] we
can generate the 3× 3 circulant matrix

C =




a b c
c a b
b c a


 . (1)

• Circulant matrices have constant values on each downward diagonal, that
is, along the lines of entries parallel to the main diagonal.

15



The eigenvalues and eigenvectors of circulant matrices are very easy to
compute using the nth roots of unity.

If C is any n× n circulant matrix, use its first row [a0 a1 a2 . . . an−1]
to define a polynomial q(t) = a0 + a1t + a2t

2 + · · ·+ an−1t
n−1.

Then, for any nth root of unity λ, q(λ) is an eigenvalue of C, i.e. q(λ)
is a zero of det(tI − C).

Now start with any circulant matrix C, one can generate both the roots
and coefficients of a polynomial p = det(tI − C).
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This perspective leads to a unified method for solving general quadratic,
cubic, and quartic equations.

In fact, given a polynomial p, we try to find a corresponding circulant C
having p as its characteristic polynomial.

The first row of C then defines a different polynomial q, and the roots
of p are obtained by applying q to the nth roots of unity.

• A natural first question is whether every monic polynomial p can be
realized as the characteristic polynomial of a circulant matrix C.

• By some linear algebra arguments, one can show that such q always exists
and is in fact unique.
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Solving cubic equations using circulant matrices

We first notice that by simple algebra, for p(x) = xn + αn−1x
n−1 +

· · · + α1x + α0, the substitution y = x − αn−1/n eliminates the term of
degree n− 1.

Therefore, we only need to consider cubic polynomials of the form

p(t) = t3 + βt + γ.

For a general 3× 3 circulant matrix

C =




a b c
c a b
b c a


 ,

we want to find a, b, and c so that p is the characteristic polynomial of C.
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Since sum of roots of p is zero, na which is the sum of eigenvalues of
C is also equal to zero.

Therefore,

C =




0 b c
c 0 b
b c 0


 ,

and its characteristic polynomial is given by

det




t− 0 −b −c
−c t− 0 −b
−b −c t− 0


 = t3 − b3 − c3 − 3bct.

This equals p if
b3 + c3 = −γ

3bc = −β
(1)
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b3 + c3 = −γ
3bc = −β

(1)

To complete the solution of the original equation, we must solve this
system for b and c, and then apply q(x) = bx + cx2 to the cube roots of
unity.

That is, for any b and c satisfying (1), we obtain the roots of p as
q(1) = b + c, q(ω) = bω + cω2, and q(w) = bω + cw2.

Thinking of the unknowns as b3 and c3 makes (1) quite tractable.
Indeed, dividing the second equation by 3 and cubing, we get

b3 + c3 = −γ

b3c3 = −β3

27
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Observe that b3 and c3 are the roots of the quadratic equation x2 + γx −
β3/27 = 0, and so are given by

−γ ±
√

γ2 + 4β3/27
2

. (2)

At this point, it is tempting to write

b =

[
−γ +

√
γ2 + 4β3/27
2

]1/3

c =

[
−γ −

√
γ2 + 4β3/27
2

]1/3 (3)
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b =

[
−γ +

√
γ2 + 4β3/27
2

]1/3

c =

[
−γ −

√
γ2 + 4β3/27
2

]1/3 (3)

• This is perfectly valid when all of the operations involve only positive real
numbers. In the larger domain of complex numbers there is some ambiguity
associated with the extraction of square and cube roots.

In this case, define b by (3), using any of the possible values of the
necessary square and cube roots, and then take c = −β/(3b). That
produces a solution to (1), and leads to the roots of p given by

q(1) = b + c, q(ω) = bω + cω2, and q(w) = bω + cw2.

• All choices for b result in the same roots.
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• How about polynomials of higher degree ?

We know that a general solution by radicals is not possible for equations
beyond the quartic, but why does the circulant method fail ?

• The circulant method allows us to express the roots of p in terms of the
roots of unity and the coefficients of q.

• For 2 ≤ n ≤ 4, all the coefficients of q can be expressed in terms of
radicals of the coefficients of p, therefore all polynomials of degree at most
four can be solved by radicals.

• Since there are polynomials with rational coefficients whose roots cannot
be expressed in terms of radicals, in general, the circulant matrix entries for
a given polynomial may likewise not be expressible in terms of radicals.
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The first attempt to unify solutions to quadratic, cubic and quartic
equations date at least to Lagrange ’s work in “Réflexions sur la résolution
algébrique des équations” (1770/1771).

Lagrange’s analysis characterized the general solutions of the cubic and
quartic cases in terms of permutations of the roots, laying a foundation for
the independent demonstrations by Abel and Galois of the impossibility of
solutions by radicals for general fifth degree or higher equations.

Abel’s Theorem (1824). The generic algebraic equation of degree
higher than four is not solvable by radicals, i.e., formulae do not exist
for expressing roots of a generic equation of degree higher than four in
terms of its coefficients by means of operations of addition, subtraction,
multiplication,division, raising to a natural power, and extraction of a
root of natural degree.
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Abel’s Proof

Abel’s idea was that if some finite sequence of rational operations and
root extractions applied to the coefficients produces a root of the equation

x5 − ax4 + bx3 − cx2 + dx− e = 0,

the final result must be expressible in the form

x = p + R
1
m + p2R

2
m + · · ·+ pm−1R

m−1
m ,

where p, p2, . . . , pm−1, and R are also formed by rational operations
and root extractions applied to the coefficients, m is a prime number,
and R1/m is not expressible as a rational function of the coefficients
a, b, c, d, e, p, p2, . . . , pm−1.

25



By straightforward reasoning on a system of linear equations for the
coefficients pj, he was able to show that R is a symmetric function of the
roots, and hence that R1/m must assume exactly m different values as the
roots are permuted.

Moreover, since there are 5! = 120 permutations of the roots and m is
a prime, it followed that m = 2 or m = 5, the case m = 3 having been
ruled out by Cauchy.

The hypothesis that m = 5 led to certain equation in which the left-hand
side assumed only five values while the right-hand side assumed 120 values
as the roots were permuted.

Then the hypothesis m = 2 led to a similar equation in which one side
assumed 120 values and the other only 10.

Abel concluded that the hypothesis that there exists an algorithm for
solving the equation was incorrect.
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Books on Abel’s life an his works

P. Pesic, Abel’s proof. An essay on the sources and meaning of
mathematical unsolvability. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 2003.

C. Houzel, The work of Niels Henrik Abel. The legacy of Niels Henrik
Abel, 21–177, Springer, Berlin, 2004

Geometric proof of Abel’s theorem

V.B. Alekseev, Abel’s theorem in problems and solutions. Based on
the lectures of Professor V. I. Arnold. With a preface and an appendix
by Arnold and an appendix by A. Khovanskii. Kluwer Academic Publishers,
Dordrecht, 2004.

D. Fuchs and S. Tabachnikov, Equation of degree five, Mathematical
omnibus. Thirty lectures on classic mathematics. 79–92, American
Mathematical Society, Providence, RI, 2007.
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The Abel Prize

The Niels Henrik Abel Memorial Fund was established on 1 January
2002, to award the Abel Prize for outstanding scientific work in the field of
mathematics. The prize amount is 6 million NOK (about US$ 1,000,000)
and was awarded for the first time on 3 June 2003.

Abel Prize Laureates:

Jean-Pierre Serre (2003)

Sir Michael Francis Atiyah and Isadore M. Singer (2004)

Peter D. Lax (2005) Lennart Carleson (2006)

Srinivasa S. R. Varadhan (2007)

John Griggs Thompson and Jacques Tits (2008)
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Solution of the general quintic by elliptic integrals.

• In 1844, Ferdinand Eisenstein showed that the general quintic equation
could be solved in terms of a function χ(λ) that satisfies the special quintic
equation (

χ(λ)
)5 + χ(λ) = λ.

This function is in a sense an analog of root extraction, since the square
root function ϕ and the cube root function ψ satisfy the equations

(
ϕ(λ)

)2 = λ,
(
ψ(λ)

)3 = λ.

• In 1858 Hermite and Kronecker showed (independently) that the quintic
equation could be solved by using an elliptic modular function.

R. B. King, Beyond the quartic equation. Birkhäuser Boston, Inc.,
Boston, MA, 1996.
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A Glimpse at Galois Theory

Consider the polynomial equation

f(t) = t4 − 4t2 − 5 = 0.

which factorizes as
(t2 + 1)(t2 − 5) = 0.

So there are four roots t = i,−i,
√

5,−√5.

These form two natural pairs: i and −i go together, and so do
√

5 and
−√5. Indeed, it is impossible to distinguish i from −i, or

√
5 from −√5,

by algebraic means, in the following sense.
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Notice that it is possible to write down some polynomial equations with
rational coefficients that is satisfied by some selection from the four roots.

For example, if we let

α = i β = −i γ =
√

5 δ = −
√

5

then such equations include

α2 + 1 = 0, α + β = 0, δ2 − 5 = 0, γ + δ = 0, αγ − βδ = 0

and so on.

There are infinitely many valid equations of this kind. On the other
hand, infinitely many other algebraic equations, such as α + γ = 0, are
manifestly false.
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Experiment suggests that if we take any valid equation connecting
α, β, γ, and δ, and interchange α and β, we again get a valid equation.

The same is true if we interchange γ and δ. For example, the above
equations lead by this process to

β2 + 1 = 0 β + α = 0 γ2 − 5 = 0 δ + γ = 0

βγ − αδ = 0 αδ − βγ = 0 βδ − αγ = 0
and all of these are valid.

In contrast, if we interchange α and γ, we obtain equations such as

γ2 + 1 = 0 γ + β = 0 γ + β = 0

which are false.
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The operations that we are using here are permutations of the zeros
α, β, γ, δ. In the usual permutation notation, the interchange of α and β is

R =
(

α β γ δ
β α γ δ

)

and that of γ and δ is

S =
(

α β γ δ
α β δ γ

)
.

If these two permutations turn valid equations into valid equations, then so
must the permutation obtained by performing them both in turn, which is

T =
(

α β γ δ
β α δ γ

)
.
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Are there any other permutations that preserve all the valid equations ?
Yes, of course, the identity

I =
(

α β γ δ
α β γ δ

)
.

It can be checked that only these four permutations preserve valid
equations; the other 20 all turn some valid equation into a false one.

• These four permutations form a group, which we denote by G.

• What Galois realized is that the structure of this group to some extent
controls how we should set about solving the equation.
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To see why permutations/substitutions of the roots matter, let’s consider
the subgroup H = {I, R} and the trivial subgroup {I} of G.

Note that certain expressions in α, β, γ, δ are fixed by the permutations
in H.

For example, if we apply R to α2 + β2 − 5γδ2, then we obtain
β2 + α2 − 5γδ2, which is clearly the same. In fact, an expression is
fixed by R if and only if it is symmetric in α and β.

It is not hard to show that any polynomial in α, β, γ, δ that is symmetric
in α and β can be rewritten as a polynomial in α + β, αβ, γ, and δ.

For example, the expression α2 +β2−5γδ2 can be written as (α+β)2−
2αβ − 5γδ2.
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α2 + β2 − 5γδ2 = (α + β)2 − 2αβ − 5γδ2.

Note that α = i, β = −i, so α + β = 0 and αβ = 1.

Hence the expression α2 + β2 − 5γδ2 reduces to −2− 5γδ2 ∈ Q(γ, δ).

• Actually, one can show that the the numbers/expressions fixed by H are
precisely those in Q(γ, δ).

• Also, can check that the numbers/expressions fixed by G are precisely
those in Q.

• Finally, the numbers/expressions fixed by the trivial group {I} are precisely
those in Q(α, β, γ, δ).
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Consider any quartic polynomial g(t) with the same Galois group G and
denote its zeros again by α, β, γ, δ.

Consider three subfields of C related to α, β, γ, δ, namely,

Q ⊆ Q(γ, δ) ⊆ Q(α, β, γ, δ)

Let H = {I, R} ⊆ G which is a subgroup of G. Assume that we also
know the following two facts:

1. The numbers/expressions fixed by H are precisely those in Q(γ, δ).

2. The numbers/expressions fixed by G are precisely those in Q.

Then we can work out how to solve the quartic equation g(t) = 0, as
follows.
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The numbers α + β and αβ are obviously both fixed by H.

By fact (1), α + β and αβ lie in Q(γ, δ). But since

(t− α)(t− β) = t2 − (α + β)t + αβ

this means that α and β satisfy a quadratic equation whose coefficients are
in Q(γ, δ).

• That is, we can use the formula for solving a quadratic to express α, β
in terms of rational functions of γ and δ, together with nothing worse than
square roots.

• Thus we obtain α and β as radical expressions in γ and δ.
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To find γ and δ, notice that γ + δ and γδ are fixed by the whole of G
because they are clearly fixed by R, and also by S, and these generate G.

• Therefore, γ + δ and γδ belong to Q by fact (2) above.

• Hence, γ and δ satisfy a quadratic equation over Q, so they are given by
radical expressions in rational numbers.

• Plugging these into the formulas for α and β, we find that all four zeros
are radical expressions in rational numbers.

We have not found the formulae explicitly, but we have shown that
certain information about the Galois group necessarily implies that they
exist. This example illustrates that the subgroup structure of the Galois
group G is closely related to the possibility of solving the equation g(t) = 0.
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Galois discovered that this relationship is very deep and detailed.

A polynomial is solvable by radicals if and only if its Galois group is
solvable.

Papers on history of Galois theory

B. M. Kiernan, The development of Galois theory from Lagrange to
Artin. Arch. History Exact Sci. 8 (1971), no. 1-2, 40–154.

I. Radloff, Évariste Galois: principles and applications. Historia Math.
29 (2002), no. 2, 114–137.
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Books on Galois theory which emphasis on the historical background.

H.M. Edwards, Galois theory. Graduate Texts in Mathematics, 101.
Springer-Verlag, New York, 1984.

J.P. Tignol, Galois’ theory of algebraic equations. World Scientific
Publishing Co., Inc., River Edge, NJ, 2001.

E. Dehn, Algebraic equations : an introduction to the theories of
Lagrange and Galois. IMPRINT Mineola, N.Y. : Dover Publications,
2004, c1960.

J. Bewersdorff, Galois theory for beginners. A historical perspective.
Translated from the second German (2004) edition by David Kramer.
Student Mathematical Library, 35. American Mathematical Society,
Providence, RI, 2006.
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Good textbooks on Galois theory

J. Rotman, Galois theory. Second edition. Universitext. Springer-
Verlag, New York, 1998.

I. Stewart, Galois theory. Third edition. Chapman & Hall/CRC
Mathematics. Chapman & Hall/CRC, Boca Raton, FL, 2004.

J. Escofier, Galois theory. Translated from the 1997 French original by
Leila Schneps. Graduate Texts in Mathematics, 204. Springer-Verlag, New
York, 2001.

Introduction to Galois theory of differential equations

M. Kuga, Galois’ dream: group theory and differential equations.
Birkhäuser Boston, 1993.
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What do we mean by solving a polynomial
equation ?

Compare the equations

x2 = 5 and x2 = −1.

• i is a solution of the latter is simply by definition.

• For
√

5, it is non-trivial that there is a real number that squares to 5.

• When we say we can ”solve” the equation x2 = 5, we may also mean we
are able to prove that a unique positive real solution exists and

√
5 is just

the name that we give to this solution.
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What do we mean by solving a polynomial
equation ?

Meaning III:

We can show that some roots or zeros exist in certain given number
field.

• In this sense, we can solve all polynomial equations within the field of
complex numbers.

• This is the so-called Fundamental Theorem of Algebra (FTA) which says
that

every non-constant complex polynomial has at least one complex zero.
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• The existence of real roots of an equation of odd degree with real
coefficients is quite clear.

Since a real polynomial of odd degree tends to oppositely signed infinities
as the independent variable ranges from one infinity to the other.

It follows by the connectivity of the graph of the polynomial that the
polynomial must assume a zero at some point.

• In general, it is not clear, for example, why at least one solution of the
equation

x3 = 2 +
√−121

is of the form a + bi, a, b ∈ R.
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This problem was considered by the Italian mathematician Bombelli in
1560 when he tried to solve the equation

x3 − 15x = 4

which has a real solution 4.

Indeed, by applying the cubic formula, he obtained

x = 3
√

2 +
√−121− 3

√
−2 +

√−121.

He then proposed a “wild” idea that

3

√
2 +

√−121 = 2 + b
√−1,

where b remains to be determined.
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Cubing both sides, he showed that b = 1.

Similarly, he found out that 3
√
−2 +

√−121 = 2−√−1 so that

x = 2 +
√−1− (−2 +

√−1) = 4.

• Many books assert that the complex numbers arose in mathematics to
solve the equation x2 + 1 = 0, which is simply not true. In fact, they
originally arose as in the above example.
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• Another impetus towards the Fundamental Theorem of Algebra came
from calculus.

Since complex roots to real polynomial equations came in conjugate
pairs, it was believed by the middle of the seventeenth century that

every real polynomial could be factored over the reals into linear or
quadratic factors.

It was this fact that enabled the integration of rational functions by
factoring the denominator and using the method of partial fractions.

Johann Bernoulli asserted in a 1702 paper that such a factoring was
always possible, and therefore all rational functions could be integrated.
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Interestingly, in 1702 Leibniz questioned the possibility of such
factorizations and proposed the following counter-example:

x4 + a4 = (x2 + a2
√−1)(x2 − a2

√−1)

=
(
x + a

√√−1
)(

x− a
√√−1

)(
x + a

√
−√−1

)(
x− a

√
−√−1

)

Leibniz believed that since no nontrivial combination of the four factors
yielded a real divisor of the original polynomial, there was no way of factoring
it into real quadratic factors.

He did not realize that these factors could be combined to yield x4+a2 =
(x2 −√2ax + a2)(x2

√
2ax + a2). It was pointed out by Niklaus Bernoulli

in 1719 (three years after the death of Leibniz) that this last factorization
was a consequence of the identity x4 + a4 = (x2 + a2)2 − 2a2x2.
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It is well known that Albert Girard stated a version of the Fundamental
Theorem of Algebra in 1629 and that Descartes stated essentially the same
result a few years later.

Attempts to prove the FTA:

i) Jean le Rond d’Alembert (1746, 1754)

ii) Leonhard Euler (1749)

iii) Daviet de Foncenex (1759)

iv) Joseph Louis Lagrange (1772)

v) Pierre Simon Laplace (1795)

vi) James Wood (1798)

vi) Carl Friedrich Gauss (1799, 1814/15, 1816, 1848)

50



Gauss in his Helmstedt dissertation gave the first generally accepted
proof of FTA.

C.F. Gauss, ”Demonstratio nova theorematis functionem algebraicam
rationalem integram unius variabilis in factores reales primi vel secundi
gradus resolvi poss” (A new proof of the theorem that every rational
algebraic function in one variable can be resolved into real factors of the
first or second degree), Dissertation, Helmstedt (1799); Werke 3, 130
(1866).
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Gauss (1777-1855) considered the FTA so important that he gave four
proofs.

i) 1799 (discovered in October 1797), a geometric/topological proof.

ii) 1814/15, an algebraic proof.

iii) 1816, used what we today know as the Cauchy integral theorem.

iv) 1849, used the same idea in the first proof.

In the introduction of the fourth proof, Gauss wrote ”the first proof] · · ·
had a double purpose, first to show that all the proofs previously attempted
of this most important theorem of the theory of algebraic equations are
unsatisfactory and illusory, and secondly to give a newly constructed rigorous
proof.” (English translation by D.E. Smith, Source book in mathematics,
McGraw-Hill, New York,pp.292-293)
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• The proofs of d’Alembert, Euler, and Foncenex all make implicit use of
the FTA or invalid assumptions.

• All the pre-Gaussian proofs of the FTA assumed the existence of the zeros
and attempted to show that the zeros are complex numbers.

• Gauss’s was the first to avoid this assumption of the existence of the
zeros, hence his proof is considered as the first rigorous proof of the FTA.

• However, according to Stephen Smale (Bull. Amer. Math. Soc. 4
(1981), no. 1, 1–36), Gauss’s first proof assumed a subtle topological fact
and there actually contained an immense gap and even though Gauss redid
this proof 50 years later, the gap remained. It was not until 1920 that
Gauss’s proof was completed by A. Ostrowski.
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• Moreover, it is also now possible to repair d’Alembert and Lagrange’s
proofs, see for example,

C. Baltus, D’Alembert’s proof of the fundamental theorem of algebra.
Historia Math. 31 (2004), no. 4, 414–428

J. Suzuki, Lagrange’s proof of the fundamental theorem of algebra.
Amer. Math. Monthly 113 (2006), no. 8, 705–714.

• Nowadays, there are many different proofs of the FTA, see for example,

B. Fine and G. Rosenberger, The fundamental theorem of algebra.
Undergraduate Texts in Mathematics. Springer-Verlag, New York, 1997.
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• Five main approaches to prove the FTA.

i) topological (the winding number of a curve in R2 around 0).

ii) analytic (Liouville’s theorem: bounded entire function must be constant).

iii) algebraic (every odd degree polynomial with real coeff. has a real zero).

iv) probabilistic (results on Brownian motions).

v) nonstandard analysis.

M.N. Pascu, A probabilistic proof of the fundamental theorem of algebra.
Proc. Amer. Math. Soc. 133 (2005), no. 6, 1707–1711

G. Leibman, A nonstandard proof of the fundamental theorem of algebra.
Amer. Math. Monthly 112 (2005), no. 8, 705–712.
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From FTC to FTA

We shall prove the FTA by applying the Fundamental Theorem of
Calculus (FTC):

Let f : [a, b] → R be continuous then

A) There exists some function F : [a, b] → R such that

dF

dx
(x) = f(x).

B) If
dF

dx
(x) = f(x), then

∫ b

a

f(x)dx = F (b)− F (a).
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By Liouville’s theory of integration in finite terms, we know that
∫

e−t2dt,

the anti-derivative of the function e−t2 cannot be expressed ”explicitly” (or
”in closed form”) in terms of ”elementary functions” which are built up by
using the variable and constants, together with repeated algebraic operations
and the taking of exponentials and logarithms.

On the other hand, from part A of the FTC, we know that the anti-

derivative of e−t2 exists on any finite interval.

Exercise. Take f(x) = |x − 1|, x ∈ [0, 2]. By FTC (part A), there exists
some function F such that

dF

dx
(x) = f(x).

Can you find this F?
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R.B. Burckel, Fubinito (Immediately) Implies FTA, The American
Mathematical Monthly, 113, No. 4, 344-347. April, 2006.

Proof of FTA. Assume P is a non-constant complex polynomial such that

P (z) 6= 0 ∀z ∈ C.

Set f = 1/P . Continuity of the rational function f at 0 implies that

lim
r↓0

f(reiθ) = f(0) 6= 0 (uniformly in θ on the real line R). (1)

The (rational) function f is differentiable with respect to its complex variable
z; let prime denote that differentiation. Then the chain rule gives

Dρf(ρeiθ) = eiθf ′(ρeiθ), Dθf(ρeiθ) = ρieiθf ′(ρeiθ).
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Therefore

Dρf(ρeiθ) =
1
ρi

Dθf(ρeiθ). (2)

For 0 < r < R < ∞, by the FTC,

∫ π

−π

∫ R

r

Dρf(ρeiθ)dρ dθ =
∫ π

−π

[f(Reiθ)− f(reiθ)] dθ (3)

and

∫ R

r

∫ π

−π

1
ρi

Dθf(ρeiθ)dθ dρ =
∫ π

−π

1
ρi

[f(ρeiπ)− f(ρe−iπ)] dρ = 0. (4)

The function of (ρ, θ) that appears in (2) is continuous on the compact
rectangle [r,R] × [−π, π]. Hence, can apply Fubini’s theorem to (3) and
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(4) and this yields

∫ π

−π

[f(Reiθ)− f(reiθ)] dθ = 0 (0 < r < R < +∞). (5)

Since P is a non-constant polynomial, f = 1/P would satisfy

f(Reiθ) → 0 (uniformly in θ ∈ R as R → +∞).

In that case, from (1) and (5) with R = 1/r → +∞ would follow

∫ π

−π

[0− f(0)]dθ = 0, (6)

contradicting the fact f(0) 6= 0. Hence P must have a zero in C. ¤

60



What do we mean by solving a polynomial
equation ?

With no hope left for the exact solution formulae, one would like to
compute or approximate the zeros of polynomials.

Meaning IV: Try to approximate the zeros with high accuracy.

In general, we would like to find some iterative algorithms to the approximate
the zero with high accuracy at a low computational cost (use less time and
memory).
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Newton’s Method

Many algorithms have been developed which produce a sequence of
better and better approximations to a solution of a general polynomial
equation. In the most satisfactory case, iteration of a single map, Newton’s
Method.

Newton’s method was first defined in Newton’s De methodis serierum
et fluxionum (written in 1671 but first published in 1736).

Newton’s map: Let p be a non-linear polynomial with degree n, the
Newton’s map of p is defined as

Np(z) = z − p(z)
p′(z)

.
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It is known that if we choose an initial point z0 in C suitably and let

zn+1 = Np(zn) = zn − p(zn)
p′(zn)

, n = 0, 1, ...,

then the sequence {zn} will converge to a zero of p which is also a fixed
point of Np.

• For degree two polynomials, Schröder and Cayley independently proved
that there was a line separating the two roots such that any initial guess in
the same connected component of a root converges to that root.

• Thus, Newton’s Method, converges to a zero for almost all quadratic
polynomials and initial points; it is a “generally convergent algorithm.”

• But for degree 3 polynomials it converges too infrequently.
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• For example, consider the cubic polynomial p(z) = z3 − 2z + 2.

The above figure shows the Newton map Np over the complex numbers.
Colors indicate to which of the three roots a given starting point converges;
black indicates starting points which converge to no root, but to the
superattracting 2-cycle (0 → 1 → 0) instead.
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With examples like this, Stephen Smale raised the question as to whether
there exists for each degree a generally convergent algorithm which succeeds
for all polynomial equations of that degree.

Curtis T. McMullen answered this question in his PhD thesis (1985),
under Dennis Sullivan, where he showed that no such algorithm exists for
polynomials of degree greater than 3, and for polynomials of degree 3 he
produces a new algorithm which does converge to a solution for almost all
polynomials and initial points.

One can obtain radicals by Newton’s method applied to the polynomial

f(x) = xd − a,

starting from any initial point.
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In this way, solution by radicals can be seen as a special case of solution
by generally convergent algorithms.

This fact led Doyle and McMullen (1989) to extend Galois Theory for
finding zeros of polynomials. This extension uses McMullen’s thesis together
with the composition of generally convergent algorithms (a “tower”).

They showed that the zeros of a polynomial could be found by a tower
if and only if its Galois group is nearly solvable, extending the notion of
solvable Galois group.

• As a consequence, for polynomials of degree bigger than 5 no tower will
succeed. While for degree 5, Doyle and McMullen (1989) were able to
construct such a tower.

J. Shurman, Geometry of the quintic. John Wiley & Sons, 1997.
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Since McMullen has shown that there are no generally convergent purely
iterative algorithms for solving polynomials of degrees 4 or greater, it follows
that there is a set of positive measure of polynomials for which a set of
positive measure of initial guesses will not converge to any root with any
algorithm analogous to Newton’s method.

On the other hand, the following important paper shows how to save
the Newton’s method.

J. Hubbard, D. Schleicher, S. Sutherland, How to find all roots of
complex polynomials by Newton’s method. Invent. Math. 146 (2001), no.
1, 1–33.
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The authors proved that, for each degree d, there exists a universal set
Sd of initial guesses such that, for any polynomial of degree d (suitably
normalized) and any of its roots, at least one point in Sd converges to it.

This set has approximately 1.11d log2 d points which are equally
distributed on a small fraction of log d circles and the set Sd can be
constructed explicitly.
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S50 for p(z) = z50 + 8z5 − 80
3 z4 + 20z3 − 2z + 1
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For the degree 50 polynomial, z50 +8z5− 80
3 z4 +20z3− 2z +1, a set of

starting points S50 as specified by the previous result, is indicated by small
crosses distributed on two large circles.

There are 47 zeros near the unit circle, and 3 zeros well inside, all marked
by red disks. There is also an attracting periodic orbit (basin in grey).

A close-up is shown below.
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Stephen Smale, 1930- :

An important result in Mathematics is never finished.

Richard Hamming, 1915-1998:

Mathematics is nothing but clear thinking.

Thank You
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