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Fermat’s Last Theorem

A Theorem at Last!

C S Yogananda

After more than three centuries of effort by some of the best
mathematicians, Gerhard Frey, J -P Serre, Ken Ribet and
Andrew Wiles have finally succeeded in proving Fermat’s
assertion that the equation X" + ¥Y” = Z" has no solutions
in non-zero integers if n > 3. Each of the four mathemati-
cians made a decisive contribution with Wiles delivering
the coup de grace. The proof, as it finally came to be, is in
some sense a triumph for Fermat.

When Pierre de Fermat died in 1665 he had not published a single
mathematical work (except for an anonymous appendix to a book
written by a colleague). His mathematical discoveries were con-
tained in his correspondence-with other mathematicians of his
time, notably, Pascal, Frénicle de Bessy and Father Mersenne. He
also left behind a few unpublished manuscripts and marginal
notes in the books studied. We have to be grateful to his son
Samuel for whatever we know of Fermat’s work. Samuel de
Fermat went through his father’s papers and books in addition to
soliciting letters written by his father from his correspondents in
order to publish them. Among Fermat’s possessions was a copy of
the Latin translation, by Bachet, of Diophantus’ Arithmetic in
which Fermat had made a number of marginal notes.

The first work Samuel chose to publish, in 1670, was a new edition
of Bachet’s Diophantus with an appendix containing forty eight
marginal notes made by Fermat. The second of these notes
appears alongside problem 8 in Book II of Arithmetic:“.. given a
number sohich is sopare. gurite it as asvm. of pronther soyores”. Fermants
note states, in Latin, that “on the other hand, it is impossible for a cube
to be written as a sum of two cubes or a fourth power to be written as sum
of two fourth powers or, in general, for any number which is a power
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