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Mihailo Petrović Alas’ contribution  
to development of interest for mathematics

Extended summary1

Mihailo Petrović Alas (1868-1943), one of the greatest Serbian mathematicians, was 
born in Belgrade, where he completed high school and the studies of natural and mathemati-
cal sciences at the Higher School in Belgrade. After he had passed the entrance examination, 
he was admitted to the Ecole Normale Superieure in Paris in 1890. He defended his doctoral 
thesis in 1894 in front of the commission consisting of great mathematicians Hermite (Her-
mite Charles, 1822-1901), Picard (Charles Emile Picard, 1856-1941) and Painleve (Painleve 
Paul, 1863-1933). He acquired a worldwide fame for his work in the field of mathematics and 
he also promoted the Serbian School of Mathematics. He was prolific in many different areas: 
in mathematics he deals with differential equities, the theory of special functions, algebra, theo-
ry of probability, arithmetic, differential and integral calculus, geometry, numerical mathemat-
ics etc.; he is an inventor of a depth gauge, automatic gear, range finder, calculating machines 
(chemical calculators, kinematic calculators, hydraulic calculating machines); like Descartes 
and Leibniz, he looked for common elements in disparate phenomena and created mathemati-
cal and general phenomenology. He creates in the field of mechanics, astronomy, physics and 
chemistry; he writes novels, travelogues and essays, as well as books on fishing, economy, his-
tory and law. Apart from such a huge and rich creative opus, Mihailo Petrović Alas also found 
time, although he did not work at elementary and secondary schools, to work on issues related 
to teaching mathematics and he published some fifty papers on this topic. When writing all the 
works described in this paper, Mihailo Petrović had only one wish – to awaken and keep stu-
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dents’ interest in mathematics and to popularize it by means of simple presentations. The works 
were used as an example of how creativity is present in the field of elementary mathematics as 
well. Starting from quite elementary problematic topics, Mihailo Petrović gives original contri-
butions. We will illustrate this with two examples from his article Interesting points in the ap-
plication of Pythagorean rule (Petrović, 1949). In one example Petrović shows how through the 
given circular opening, a circle of greater diameter could be pulled through, and at the same time 
the diameter of the circular opening is not enlarged. In the second example Petrović shows how 
through a non-squeezable hard cube a canal should be cut, through which another and bigger, 
non-squeezable and hard cube may be pulled through.

What is problematic in these examples is that the task seems impossible, sometimes 
even meaningless, but the application of the Pythagorean theorem shows that it is possible 
and meaningful. This kind of situation boosts students’ interest in the problem and inspires 
them to solve the problem. The pedagogical implications of these examples are numerous. The 
most important thing is developing an interest in mathematics. Together with their teachers, 
pupils can analyze examples, come up with solutions to those of other students before them, 
make models, etc. The pupils will gladly make models and pull a greater circle through a small-
er opening, or pull a bigger cube through the opening in the smaller cube. They would like to 
impress the others, but also to show them the mathematical apparatus which led them to the 
construction of these models. If the examples provided by our mathematicians are available to 
students, they will develop a stronger sense of patriotism.
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