
Mathemalchemy: Student Experiences at the 
National Academy of Sciences

Alice Petillo Marymount University MAA Spring Sectional 



NAS Great Hall
Images that illustrate the history of science including mathematics.
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Mathemalchemy:

A traveling multimedia math-meets-art 
installation that has been Dr. Ingrid Daubechies’ 
constant passion (some might say obsession) for 
the last five years. The exhibition — a 360-
degree diorama of sorts, 20 feet long, 10 feet 
wide and nine and a half feet high — was 
created in collaboration with Dominique 
Ehrmann, a fiber sculptor from Quebec, and a 
team of 24 artistic mathematicians and 
mathematical artists. It debuted in 2022 at the 
National Academy of Sciences in Washington, 
D.C., and has made several stops since. 

https://mathemalchemy.org/
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Sample student comments

• it was magical to me i fell in love with the statue of it, seeing some of 
what i saw on the website like the lighthouse, Chinese math, the 
turtle, etc. 

• I was very interesting to see how everything in the exhibit worked 
together to make a larger picture of how math is in everything.

• I thought that the exhibit was really cool. I was impressed how much 
they were able to fit into such a small space. I think that its great that 
so many different people came together to create each piece. There 
were so many details and interesting factors to the exhibit that you 
could spend all the time in the world talking about the entire exhibit. 
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I think that having something 
like that where there are 
characters geared towards kids 
can encourage students to 
have more interest in math. It's 
always good to associate fun 
with ALL subjects, not just the 
tradition "fun subjects". 
Math gets a bad rap for being a 
hard or un-fun class when 
really it can be creative and fun 
and be integrated into just 
about everything. 
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Favorite location: the 
Bakery
• I loved the bakery, I thought that the tessellating cookie 

cutters were really cool as well as a lot of the other 
geometry within the bakery. 

• The bakery: i didn't know that math could be so artistic 
and beautiful

• The bakery was very interesting. The guide explained how 
the cookie sheets were laid out so that there was no 
leftover dough. And the cookies were in the shape of Pi. 
The bakery also had shapes lining the bakery and inside. 
The fact that a cat was baking was fun and interesting. 

• My favorite artifact was the cat and the bakery. I noticed 
that the bakery was called Pi but at first I did not notice 
that the cat was making Pi cookies!! It was very cool to 
also find out that when Dr. Daubechies was creating this 
artifact they calculated a way to cut the cookie shapes in 
a way where there is the least amount of dough left.

Alice Petillo Marymount University MAA Spring Sectional 



Relevance to being a math student

• I think the exhibit is relevant because we get to see "physically" the 
concepts we were talking about in class. Some mathematical 
concepts are vague and seeing them made me understand the 
concepts more. 

• I really liked seeing how so many things were related to one another. 
If I didn't go I would not have known how closely related a lot of the 
topics in class we covered are. 

• Gives me a better understanding of math and a new appreciation. It 
opened my eyes to a greater world and that math is so much more 
than just the classroom. 
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Self-reflection on change….

• I’ve always struggled with math and always related to it to the 
classroom, even after being told countless times that it will be used in 
real life situations. Once seeing and hearing the meaning behind the 
exhibit, I saw math in a different light and realized that there are 
countless people in this era that are invested in math.

• This is relevant to me as someone who wants to become a teacher 
because it helped me see how worldwide and applicable 
mathematics is to everyone's daily life.
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One way to scaffold this kind of “field trip” assignment

1. “Recon” visit

2. Arrange transportation

3. Pre reflection 

4. Post reflection

5. Photo essay

6. Rubric



Alice Petillo Marymount University MAA Spring Sectional 

Visit the exhibit yourself.
Familiarize yourself with 
 the location, 
 parking, transportation
 and ID requirements.



Getting there…..
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Pre reflection-Google Form
• Google Form link

 (please make your own copy)

• Completed BEFORE the visit.
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https://forms.gle/145NNvCgyTUFGYpC6


Post reflection-Google Form
• Google Form link

 (please make your own copy)

• Completed the same day AFTER the visit.
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https://forms.gle/AYREk3LQrRqz5iAn8


Photo “Story/Essay”

•Completed using student photos.
• Instructions:

Take 5-8 photos while at the event where you 
saw mathematics or mathematicians. Then 
create a narrative of a few sentences per 
photo to tell a photo story of your NAS 
experience with the Mathemalchemy and the 
Women in STEMM exhibit.

Alice Petillo Marymount University MAA Spring Sectional 



Rubric
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Women in STEMM exhibit
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Progress was 
neither swift 
nor easy 

(quote from Marie Curie)



Women in STEMM exhibit
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Impact on 
Undergraduate 

students

23 students and 4 
faculty members

IRB approval for 
students with 
consent forms



Thank you very much.

Any questions, 

comments, or 

suggestions?

Alice E Petillo

Marymount University

Arlington VA

alice.petillo@marymount.edu

Free for classroom use, permission not granted for commercial use.
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