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The Simpsons And Their Mathematical
Secrets

The Unexpected Genius of
Springfield: An
Introduction

For over three decades, The
Simpsons has been a cultural
touchstone, a satirical mirror reflecting
the absurdities of modern life. While
millions of fans have laughed at
Homer's buffoonery, Lisa's saxophone
solos, and Mr. Burns' villainous
schemes, a hidden layer of brilliance
has been quietly woven into the show's
fabric—a layer of sophisticated
mathematics. This article explores the
fascinating world of The Simpsons
and their mathematical secrets,
revealing how a team of lvy League-
educated writers transformed a prime-
time cartoon into one of the most
mathematically dense pieces of
entertainment ever created. From
Fermat's Last Theorem to Mersenne
primes, the show is a treasure trove of
numerical puzzles, equations, and nods
to the history of mathematics.

The Secret Society of
Simpsons Writers

To understand the depths of The
Simpsons and their mathematical
secrets, one must first understand the
people behind the jokes. The show's
writing room has, for many seasons,
been a gathering place for some of the
most brilliant mathematical minds in

comedy. Many of the show's longest-
serving writers, including David X.
Cohen, Al Jean, Mike Reiss, and Jeff
Westbrook, hold advanced degrees
from prestigious universities such as
Harvard, MIT, and Princeton. David X.
Cohen, for instance, earned a Master’s
degree in computer science and was a
graduate student in physics at
Berkeley before turning to comedy. Jeff
Westbrook is a former Yale professor of
computer science with a PhD from
Princeton. These writers didn't
abandon their academic passions when
they entered the world of animation;
instead, they found clever, often
fleeting ways to embed complex
mathematical concepts into the
background of Springfield.

This unique confluence of high-level
academic training and comedic timing
is what sets The Simpsons apart. The
show doesn't just make jokes about
math; it uses mathematics as a vehicle
for humor, subtle in-jokes, and genuine
intellectual curiosity. The result is a
show that can be enjoyed on multiple
levels—a child laughs at Homer's
slapstick, while a mathematician spots
a reference to a 200-year-old number
theory problem in a freeze-frame. The
book The Simpsons and Their
Mathematical Secrets by Simon Singh
serves as the definitive guide to this
phenomenon, chronicling these hidden
gems and making them accessible to
the general public.

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Autumn & Curtis ¢ Every book is a new adventure.
* Page 1



The Most Famous
Equation: Episode After
Dark

Perhaps the most famous
mathematical reference in the history
of the show appears in the episode
"Treehouse of Horror VI," specifically in
the segment "Homer3." In this
segment, Homer accidentally steps
into a portal that takes him into a
terrifying third dimension. At the very
end of the segment, as Homer floats
through a bizarre, computer-generated
landscape, a single equation appears
on the screen for only a few seconds:
178212 + 184112 = 192212,

At first glance, this looks like a valid
solution to Fermat's Last Theorem, the
famous problem that stumped
mathematicians for 358 years. Pierre
de Fermat famously claimed that no
three positive integers a, b, and ¢ can
satisfy the equation a” + b" = ¢" for
any integer value of n greater than 2.
Andrew Wiles finally proved this in
1994. So, what was the equation doing
on The Simpsons?

The answer is a classic Simpsons
prank. The equation is a "near miss." If
you were to actually calculate it, the
left side of the equation is very, very
close to the right side, but it is not
equal. It is off by about 0.00000003%.
It's a mathematical joke that only a
true expert would catch. David X.
Cohen programmed a computer to
search for these near-miss equations
as a subtle way to create an equation
that looks legitimate but is actually
false. It was a brilliant, sophisticated
gag that perfectly encapsulates the
spirit of The Simpsons and their
mathematical secrets.

More Near Misses and
Number Theory

The writers were so fond of this trick
that they repeated it in later episodes.
In "The Wizard of Evergreen Terrace,"
Homer, aspiring to be an inventor,
writes several equations on a
blackboard. One of them is another
Fermat near-miss: 3,9871% + 4,365%? =
4,47212. Again, it looks correct but is
demonstrably false. These "Fermat
near-misses" are a recurring motif, a
signature of the mathematically
inclined writing staff. They are a
testament to the idea that The
Simpsons rewards careful attention
and intellectual curiosity.

Beyond Fermat, the show has included
references to numerous other number
theory concepts. In "MoneyBart," Lisa
becomes a baseball coach and uses
statistical analysis to manage the
Springfield Little League team. During
a montage, Homer's brainstorm is
visualized, and in the background, a
blackboard contains a mathematical
statement referring to the Riemann
hypothesis, one of the most important
unsolved problems in mathematics.
The show also features references to
Mersenne primes, pi, and the concept
of infinity, often in the most
unexpected of places.

Lisa Simpson: The
Mathematical Conscience
of Springfield

While Homer is often the vessel for
mathematical in-jokes, it is Lisa
Simpson who serves as the show's
true mathematical conscience. She is
consistently portrayed as the
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mtellectuat imr thhe=famity, =a tover-of=
science, logic, and jazz. Her
mathematical abilities are showcased
in numerous episodes. In "The
President Wore Pearls," her math skills
are so advanced that she solves a
complex problem on a test that baffles
her teacher.

Lisa's connection to mathematics is
more than just academic; it is
emotional and philosophical. In the
episode "Lisa the Simpson," she
worries that the "Simpson gene" will
cause her to lose her intelligence. Her
uncle, a doctor, shows her a computer
simulation of the human brain that
solves a complex equation. Lisa,
through her own reasoning, proves
that the answer is incorrect. This
moment is a powerful assertion of her
own agency and intellectual strength.
Lisa represents the idea that
mathematics is not just about
numbers, but about critical thinking,
problem-solving, and questioning
authority. The mathematical secrets of
The Simpsons are often delivered
through her character, reinforcing that
knowledge and curiosity are valuable
traits.

A Brief History of Pi and
Other Constants

The number pi (i) has appeared in The
Simpsons more than once, always in
clever ways. In "Bye Bye Nerdie," a
bully named Francine Rhenquist
torments the school's nerds. Professor
Frink, the show's resident mad
scientist, creates a spray that
neutralizes the pheromones that
attract bullies. On his blackboard, the
formula for this spray includes pi. In
"Homer's Last Stand," Bart is accused

of eheating-oratest. Fhetest<ontatng
a question about calculating the area
of a circle, and the answer shown is
3.14.

But perhaps the most notable pi
reference involves a subtle tribute to
the history of mathematics. Simon
Singh, in his book The Simpsons and
Their Mathematical Secrets, points out
that in the episode "Mathlete's Feat,"
there is a reference to the ancient
approximation of pi used by the
Babylonians (25/8 = 3.125) and the
Egyptians (256/81 = 3.16). The writers
are not just throwing numbers into the
background; they are creating a
textbook of mathematical history,
hidden in plain sight. This is what
makes exploring The Simpsons and
their mathematical secrets so
rewarding—it's a scavenger hunt for
the intellectually curious.

Marge, Homer, and the
Gambling Problem

Mathematics is deeply relevant to
topics like gambling and probability,
and The Simpsons has tackled this
head-on. In the episode "$pringfield
(Or, How | Learned to Stop Worrying
and Love Legalized Gambling)," Homer
becomes a blackjack dealer. The
episode explores the odds of gambling
and the house's inevitable edge. In a
more mathematically sophisticated
scene, Mr. Burns opens a casino, and
Homer is tasked with designing a
systems security. The humor comes
from the juxtaposition of the high-
stakes world of gambling with Homer's
low intellectual capacity.

Another episode, "The Bart-Mangled
Banner," features a scene where Bart
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flips a coin. The coin lands on its edge.
While this is a physical impossibility in
a normal scenario, it is a wonderful
visual joke about probability and
"extreme" outcomes. These references
to probability and statistics show that
The Simpsons writers understood
mathematics not just as abstract
theory, but as a lens through which to
view human behavior and vice. The
mathematical secrets often lie in the
show's sharp social commentary on
luck, odds, and rationality.

The Influence of Science
Fiction and Futurama

It is impossible to discuss The
Simpsons and their mathematical
secrets without mentioning its sister
show, Futurama. Created by Matt
Groening, who also created The
Simpsons, Futurama featured an even
higher concentration of mathematical
humor, largely because David X. Cohen
was a primary showrunner. Futurama
included jokes about Euler's identity,
the Prisoner's dilemma, and even a
theorem (the "Futurama Theorem")
that was genuinely new math, devised
by Ken Keeler, a writer with a PhD in
mathematics.

The success of mathematical humor on
Futurama also boosted the reputation
of The Simpsons as a home for deep
intellectual references. Many of the
same writers worked on both shows,
and the mathematical "easter eggs"
became a signature of the Groening
universe. The crossover of concepts
between the two shows is a common
topic of discussion among fans who
explore The Simpsons and their
mathematical secrets.

Where to Find These
Hidden Gems

For those inspired to look for the
secrets themselves, here are some
specific episodes to watch with a keen
eye:

e "Treehouse of Horror VI" -
The famous Fermat near-miss.

e "The Wizard of Evergreen
Terrace" - Another near-miss
and other equations.

e "MoneyBart" - The Riemann
hypothesis and baseball
statistics.

e "Mathlete's Feat" - A full
episode centered on a math
competition.

e "Girls Just Want to Have
Sums" - A parody of gender and
mathematics.

e "Homer3" - The third-
dimensional geometry joke.

The best way to uncover The
Simpsons and their mathematical
secrets is to watch episodes with a
notebook in hand, paying attention to
blackboards, chalkboards, newspaper
headlines, and background signs. The
writers often place the most
sophisticated jokes in the background,
trusting that the audience will
eventually catch them.

Why It Matters: The Value
of Hidden Knowledge

Why should we care about the
mathematical secrets of a cartoon that
has been on the air for over 30 years?
Because they represent a unique kind
of intellectual generosity. The writers
of The Simpsons did not need to



The Simpsons And Their Mathematical Secrets

mctude & reference to Fermat's-Last=
Theorem. They could have just made a

joke about Homer being stupid. But by

including these hidden layers, they

created a show that rewards

intelligence and persistence.

For a generation of young viewers,
seeing equations on a cartoon screen
sparked a curiosity about mathematics
that was never ignited in the
classroom. A child watching The
Simpsons might see an equation, not
understand it, but file it away in their
memory. Years later, when they
encounter that same equation in a
textbook, they might smile and
remember it from Springfield. The
show has served as a stealth doorway
into the world of mathematics for
countless people. The book The
Simpsons and Their Mathematical
Secrets by Simon Singh has amplified
this effect, providing a roadmap for

fams o -appreciate the=depth of the
show's humor. It is a brilliant example
of how popular culture can promote
literacy in STEM fields in a way that is
both accessible and entertaining.

Conclusion: A Love Letter
to Numbers

The legacy of The Simpsons and
their mathematical secrets is a
testament to the show's unparalleled
creativity and its respect for the
audience's intelligence. It is a love
letter to numbers, written in the
language of jokes, slapstick, and satire.
From those fleeting Fermat near-
misses to the sophisticated computer
science references, the mathematical
soul of The Simpsons adds a layer of
complexity that ensures the show
remains relevant, surprising, and
endlessly re
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