
A Last Word 

Michele Piso, Center for Teaching and Learning

My husband measured the world in numbers; my world is measured 
by words. A master of the Middle Eastern oud, he also learned to 
repair this beautiful fretless instrument. With the tools of his trade, 
he measured the frequencies of vibrations, the gauges of strings, the 
hairline cracks along the oud’s spruce face, ebony neck, and rosewood 
back. Left behind in his workshop are Japanese devices with tiny deli-
cate hands indicating pressure, glass tubes regulating temperature and 
humidity, calipers and clamps of multiple sizes, slender gold cylinders 
to weigh strings, and scales for grams of pigment and fish glue. Along 
the sides, bottoms and bridges of each Arabic and Turkish oud are 
series of numbers for string action or tuning written in a hand that can 
only be described as musical: 40%, 112; 35 (9.3) 8f, 27.2 (6.8) 4½f, 
22.8 (43) 5f, 30.5, 29, 24, 22.7; 48, 36.4, 29.4, 24.2. In Indian ragas, 
Balkan folk dance, and microtonal Turkish makams, he heard cycles 
elusive to other ears: It’s a 32: listen; it’s a 7/16, a 12/8, he’d say, with 
a soft clap to the time. Though he was proficient up to trigonometry, 
all those numbers didn’t make him a mathematician, they simply made 
him numeric. Dyslectic, he read very little that wasn’t technical; with 
obsessive brilliance, he preferred  numeric exactness over ambiguity. 
The patterns of music and not metaphor kept his world ordered, pre-
cise, certain. Perhaps numbers made sense of a life disordered by the 
Armenian deaths and diaspora: so many relatives lost, displaced. In the 
everyday world, my husband wanted facts not metaphor; and when he 
performed, numbers became feeling free of words.

But not everyone finds comfort in numbers. For me, as a young per-
son who read early, the decomposition of words into letters that formed 
incomprehensible mathematical formulae was just painful, and I felt 
betrayed. What happened to the sentences? How could one arrangement 
of letters reveal and interpret the world, and the other present itself as 
detached, indecipherable? The women in my Pittsburgh housing project 
didn’t use numbers to gossip or explain poverty, divorce, sex, violence 
or love, their meanings shouted or whispered in song, prayer, memories, 
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or reprimands. Even in church, it was logos, the word, and not numbers 
that animated the spirit. Words multiplied and made metaphors, allowed 
for ambiguity and offered ways to understand others. I hated math for 
what I perceived as its coldness, its stillness and impenetrability; I hated 
its precision, abstraction and tyrannical absoluteness, and I was hostile 
to the way most math teachers spoke. When they spoke their math lan-
guage, the whole world vanished, and along with it all humanity. 

Now I recognize the shortcomings of my perceptions. I witness the 
enduring efforts of the good math teachers at LaGuardia daily con-
fronted by students who harbor feelings similar to those of my young 
self. Somehow our teachers maintain their humor, a trait, it seems, of 
mathematicians and musicians. And of course I know that numbers 
possess an aesthetic power present in great architecture, in poetry, and 
in the rhythms and formal structures of the music that until recently 
filled our home. But how many of our students are similar to me? Do 
they enter class and wonder what those formulae have to do with the 
conditions that have shaped their precarious lives, and do they ques-
tion the power of those formulae to affect social equations that seem 
unalterable: poverty, inequity, displacement? Many of our students are 
rich in language; they can talk poetic, multi-layered circles around those 
with doctorates in English, philosophy, and the social sciences. With 
the facility of the most fluent deconstructionist, they can see through 
false constructs. So my question is: how can we bridge the gap between 
their worlds and math? What sentences can we speak that will make 
formulae meaningful to them?




