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you have been at liberty science Center for a year, 
now—what has been the most exciting part of your 
experience?
The best part of my job is interacting with visitors. If I’m having a bad moment in 
my office, wrestling with some administrative snafu or an unpleasant personnel 
issue, I just go out on the floor and am immediately rejuvenated by seeing 
people’s minds being challenged. 

We just finished a program called the Year of Mathematics that was sponsored 
by Bank of America. I was in the elevator with a pint-size girl who couldn’t have 
been older than four. She pointed to The Year of Mathematics poster on the back 
wall of the elevator and asked her mom, “Why isn’t this the year of literature?” 
Her mom replied, with a trace of impatience, “Because this is a science museum.” 
And the girl replied, without losing a beat, “I want to go to a literature museum.” 
After a pause, she asked, “Do scientists write?” That gave me an opening to tell 
her that I started my career as a science writer.

what has been the most challenging? 
It’s challenging to balance the demands on my time. There are only 168 hours in 
the week, and I’m LSC’s chief executive officer, chief fund-raiser, and chief creative 
officer. But that’s also what makes the job fun—I’m never bored.

i imagine you were a very curious kid. what was your 
very first aha! Moment when you knew you were 
captivated by the worlds of science and math? 
I remember my mom making me pineapple Jello and it not congealing. She thought she 
botched the recipe, but I researched the issue at the local library—this was before the 
Internet, of course—and discovered that pineapple contained proteolytic enzymes that 
broke down the proteins in gelatin. That launched my interest in chemistry. 

Also, I always liked animals. When I was young I also wanted to be an ethologist, 
someone who studies animal behavior. My mom lived in the woods—we didn’t 
really have a lawn to mow—and raccoons, skunks, and opossums walked right 
up to the house. I had seen a photograph of ducklings following Konrad Lorenz 
around because they thought he was their mother. I wanted a career in which 
ducks followed me around. 

By twelfth grade I wanted to be a particle physicist and unearth the secrets of 

the universe. I gave that idea up at Harvard when I was humbled to learn that 
my freshman roommate had already discovered a subatomic particle as part of 
a high-school internship at an atom smasher. On my high-school resume—chess 
club. On his resume—discovery of a fundamental particle of nature.

what’s your opinion on today’s state of education 
when it comes to science and math?
The state of education is abysmal, given how important math and science are 
to the future of our economy and the world. In 2014, there will be 2 million 
entry-level jobs in this country that can’t be filled because Americans won’t 
have the technical chops. We need to do a much better job of educating the 
next generation. Places like Liberty Science Center can help turn kids on to the 
excitement and power of science, technology, and engineering.

Can you tell us a little bit about your fascination with 
the rubik’s cube, and the traveling exhibit of which 
you are creative director?
My association with Rubik’s Cube goes back to 1981, when I was an editor at 
Scientific American and worked with Douglas Hofstadter (of “Gödel, Escher, 
Bach” fame) on a cover story on the mathematics of the Cube. I didn’t have the 
patience then to figure out how to solve the Cube. I was more intrigued by how 
the Cube twisted without falling apart into its component Cubies; I broke open 
my first Cube to discover the internal mechanism. (I went to bed too early in 1981 
to watch the late-night talk shows on which Zsa Zsa Gabor, the spokesperson for 
the Cube and the least cubically shaped person on the planet, demonstrated how 
to solve Rubik’s Cube.) 

It is the bestselling puzzle ever—maybe one billion have been sold if you 
include illegal knockoffs—and from its simple origins in Hungary, it has now 
crossed every border in the world. Even tribal kids up the Amazon have Rubik’s 
Cubes. The Cube’s Budapest inventor, Erno Rubik, is a brilliant man, and I’m 
delighted to be working with him and Google, our creative partner, in designing a 
major interactive exhibition to celebrate the 40th anniversary of the Cube in 2014.

you’ve been a “brainstorming expert” for all different 
types of ventures and startups; can you share your best 
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Paul Hoffman is the president and CEO of Liberty Science 
Center. He is known as a journalist and biographer whose work 
explores the relationship between genius, madness, obsession, 
and creativity. But there are 168 hours in every week, and 
so he is also a budding restaurateur (at Rucola in Boerum 
Hill), the creative director of the Rubik’s Cube Exhibition, 
evangelist for the new Museum of Mathematics, and strategist 
at ScienceForCitizens.net. The recipient of the first National 
Magazine Award for feature writing, Hoffman is a member 
of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. He was the 
editorial chairman of the video interview Web site Big Think, 
the president and publisher of Encyclopedia Britannica, and the 
long-time president and editor in chief of Discover, the science 
magazine. He is a “brain-storming” expert who has worked with 
Internet startups, publishers, advertising agencies, museums, 
and scientific organizations. He has advised NASA, the National 
Science Foundation, the National Academy of Engineering, and 
the American Association for the Advancement of Science. He 
is a Moth storyteller and a popular speaker at corporate and 
professional gatherings.

Hoffman is the author of eleven books, most recently a 
memoir, King’s Gambit: A Son, a Father, and the World’s Most 
Dangerous Game. His previous book, Wings of Madness: Alberto 
Santos-Dumont and the Invention of Flight, was a finalist for 
The Los Angeles Times Book Prize and was developed into a 
television documentary for “Nova.” His first biography, The Man 
Who Loved Only Numbers: The Story of Paul Erdös and the 
Search for Mathematical Truth, was an international bestseller; 
published in 16 languages, it received the Rhone-Poulenc prize 
for best science book of the year. Hoffman has written for The 
New Yorker, The Atlantic Monthly, The New York Times, The 
Wall Street Journal, Scientific American, Seed, Smithsonian, 
Harvard Magazine, and Wired.

Under the nom de plume Dr. Crypton, he has also published 
brain teasers and created elaborate puzzle contests. He designed 
the puzzle for Treasure: In Search of the Golden Horse, a lavishly 
illustrated fairy tale that contained clues to the whereabouts of an 
actual buried treasure: a sculpted gold horse (2.2 lbs. of 24 karat 
gold) whose latched belly concealed the key to a safe deposit box 
containing a certificate for half-a-million dollars. The puzzle was 
ultimately solved, after the five-year deadline, by an F.B.I. agent 
and a deputy prosecutor in Los Angeles.

Hoffman is also a television personality. As a commentator 
on science, he has given more than one hundred broadcast 
interviews, including on CNN, NPR, the BBC, “Good Morning 
America,” and “CBS This Morning.” He was the on-camera 
science essayist for “The MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour” and the 
host of the five-part public-television series “Great Minds of 
Science.” He has performed mathematical paper-folding tricks 
on “David Letterman” and was on “Oprah” for an entire show, 
discussing—not his dysfunctional upbringing—but the headier, 
un-Oprah-like subject of the future of technology. He was the 
color commentator on ESPN for 17 hours of live coverage of the 
man v. machine chess match between Garry Kasparov and the 
German calculating monster Deep Fritz.

Hoffman was graduated summa cum laude and Phi Beta 
Kappa from Harvard College. Chicago magazine once called him 
“the smartest man in the world,” but the editors caught him on 
a particularly good day. n

Who Is Paul Hoffman?
He may just be the 

smartest man in the world. 

advice with our readers on how to brainstorm most 
effectively?
In brain-storming, it’s important to delineate and then challenge assumptions 
that others take for granted. By challenging basic assumptions, you might 
come up with something transformative. 

I have a friend who was thinking about auctions—in a conventional 
auction, each person is allowed an unlimited number of bids and the auction 
keeps going until all but one person drops out. Well, what if each person 
were allowed just a limited number of bids and the auction ended as soon 
as a person reached a fixed price established by the seller—Voilà, my friend 
had come up with the auction rules that became the basis of Priceline.com.

your resume, which we will be excerpting next to 
the interview, is well, for lack of a better descriptor, 
amazing—you’ve done so much. Can you pick one 
accomplishment you are most proud of?
This isn’t an accomplishment exactly, but it was a great moment: Dining 
in the White House with Stephen Hawking. And then there was the time I 
strapped Oprah into a virtual hang glider while she repeatedly accused me of 
ogling her butt—this was on national television, and my mom was watching. 
On a more serious note, I was happy when my book The Man Who Loved 
Only Numbers hit bestseller lists. I was pleased that I succeeded in writing 
a biography of a mathematician that a lot of people actually read. 

what is the next thing you would like to work on? 
I’m interested in urban rooftop farming, and would love to help figure out 
how to make it economically viable and more than a boutique endeavor 
practiced by my hipster neighbors in Williamsburg.

last question: what do you consider the greatest 
technological advancement of our time? 
The Internet—not because it was harder to invent than other things, but 
because of its far-reaching impact on the democratization of information 
and media. n


