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Tonight is March 16, just two days after so called ‘Pi Day’, 3/14.   In fact, it is nearly still ‘isru hag’ 
Pi Day, especially for those of us in Diaspora who observe not one, but two days of isru hag.    How 
fitting, then, that the Jewish Study Center has brought us together to consider an important 
mathematical question:  Which is better, the hamantatsh or the latke? 

               Tonight, in fact, we witness an essential fight between two extraordinary geometric objects: the 
triangle, represented by the hamantash, and the circle, represented by the latke.  Obviously, the 
principles of mathematics have much to contribute when making our determination.   Let us pursue the 
pure, clean reasoning of mathematics, unbefuddled by grocery bills and cooking odors.  Tonight is the 
showdown, not merely between the hamantash and the latke, but indeed, between the triangle and 
circle. 

The triangle is a polygon – a closed plane figure formed by the intersection at their vertex points 
of noncollinear line segments.  Examples are pictured below: a square, pentagon, and hexagon, as well 
as the Euclidean hamantash, also known as a ‘triangle’. 

 

                 
   Our triangle as represented by the hamantash is a bit overstuffed, suggesting that it is a so-

called non-Euclidean polygon, as described in elliptical geometry, the geometry of objects drawn on a 
space of positive curvature, depicted on the left.  Some even bake non-Euclidean triangles in the 
tradition of hyperbolic geometry, the space of negative curvature, as on the right. Perhaps the 
hyperbolic bakers are a little stingier with their fillings or, sadly, attempting to bake healthier 
hamantashen.  But in any event, the hamantash is clearly a polygonal figure. 

                                                    
      the elliptical, non-Euclidean hamantash  the hyperbolic, non-Euclidean hamantash 
  

π=3.141592653589793238462643383279502884197169399375105820974944592307816406

286208998628034825342117067982148086513282306647093844609550582231725812…. 

 



Compare that to the latke.  At its best, the latke is a circle.  A circle is a closed plane figure 
created by the set of all points at constant distance from the center.  We call this fixed distance the 
‘radius’.  Mishaps with the cook’s shaping of the batter or perhaps with an unartful nudge of the spatula 
do not negate its essential being.  The latke is a circle.   And as such, it relates to the great formulae that 
involve the transcendental number Pi. 
 

                                          

Mere mention of the number pi immediately supports the superiority of the circle, known 
among the lay, nonmathematical public as the ‘latke’.  Why is this? 

In many ways, Pi is akin to the civilization of the Jewish people.  Pi is associated with cycles.  Ben 
Bag Bag taught us ‘Turn it and turn it, for everything is in it’.  Note that he did not say “Roll this 
rectangular prism of a box over a few times, and be careful not to smash the corners as you go.”  

But tonight, it is not enough to merely laud the circle.  We must also demonstrate its superiority 
to the triangle.  For this, we turn to the great Greek mathematician, Archimedes of Syracuse.            
Archimedes is generally considered the greatest mathematician of the ancient world, and one of the 
greats of all time.  He lived in the 3rd century BCE, and is famed for his approximation of pi by the 
method of exhaustion. 

 
The diagram below demonstrates his technique.  Archimedes inscribed and circumscribed 

polygons of successive number of sides around a circle, and used trigonometric reasoning to calculate 
the areas.  This iterative process allowed him to asymptotically approach the area of the circle, a value 
falling between the area of the outer polygon and that of the inner one.                                                            

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Circumference  = 2 π r   

      Area = πr 2 

 



 A second diagram, below, shows how he used triangles to help him calculate the area of the 
inscribed and circumscribed triangles, suggesting that hamantashen, that is, triangles, are merely steps 
in the calculation of true interest, represented by the latke. 

  

  
 

From there, Archimedes used one of the circle formulae to estimate a value of pi.  His technique was 
called the ‘method of exhaustion’, which also argues for the latke, I mean, circle, especially when you 
consider how exhausting it is to grate potatoes. 

Wait, I hear you cry.  How can we be relying on the results of a Greek mathematician when 
promoting latkes-I-mean,-circles?  Isn’t there too much irony there?  Obviously, we need to better 
understand the character of Archimedes to determine whether this Greek can be trusted. 

To obtain his estimate of pi, Archimedes might have used a trigonometric formula for ‘inverse 
sine’, typically written ‘arcsin’.   From this, we learn that Archimedes was a true lover of Torah.  The 
instructions for the Ark appear in Genesis 6, which documentary hypothesis scholars represent as having 
been written by the “P” source. The accounts of the wanderings of the Israelites through midbar sin, the 
wilderness of Sinai, are also P source!  From this trigonometric formula, we see that Archimedes 
acknowledges the principle of Torah miSinai, that is, the single Authorship of our sacred texts. 

Moreover, from the trigonometry, we also understand that Archimedes accepts the work of 
Creation as the ex-nihilo act of an Almighty God.    Consider this formula:   (arcsin 0 ) = 0  (+nπ) .  If you 
would allow me to engage in a bit of mathematical handwaving, let’s redefine the range of this function, 
arcsin, to a more latke-friendly set of values, and set n = 1.  That reduces our formula to this expression:  
arcsin(0) = π .  That is, we input 0 into the function, and arrive at π .  From this we learn that when we 
start with nothing, 0, we get pi, the critical transcendental value giving us the area of the latke.  
Archimedes thus demonstrates that none other than Hashem has created the latke! 

Indeed, how can we be sure that the latke is part of the original works of creation?  For that we 
consult Pirkei Avot, where we find the list of items created by God on the eve of the first Shabbat.  
There, we see mention of the Shamir.  Well, Sh-mear of what?  on what?  Clearly, the answer is, a 
shmear of sour cream.  Where else to put a shmear of sour cream than on a latke?  Applesauce, you 
say?  How many of you prefer applesauce? ....OK, I won’t snoop after our presentations to see who has 
passed up sour cream for applesauce, but let’s just say that given our recent discussion of the Creation 
story, it’s not exactly tzniustik to boast about eating apples. 
  



Our last argument favoring the circle, that is, latke, stems from the death of Archimedes.    The 
death of Archimedes is most noteworthy.  Archimedes did his mathematical sketches and calculations in 
the sand, there being no paper.  In the 212 BCE siege of the city of Syracuse, a Roman soldier saw 
Archimedes doing his outdoor work, and ordered him to stop.  Archimedes refused to stop drawing in 
the sand until he finished his calculation, whereupon the Roman soldier drew his sword and killed him. 

 
What can we understand from this tragic death?   Let us contrast Archimedes’ death with that of Korach, 
of the rebellion in the Wilderness.  Korach and his followers ignored the true teachings of Moshe 
Rabbenu, were dramatically swallowed by the sand, and died.. Lehavdil, Archimedes, worked quietly in 
the sand, ignored the false instruction of the Roman soldier, and died.  Zekher Kodesh Levracha – the 
death of martyrs is remembered for a blessing.  

There you have it, folks.  Archimedes, trigonometry, Ben Bag Bag, Pirkei Avot – this is how 
Hashem uses mathematics to establish to us the superiority of the circle, that is, the latke.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


