Mathematical Themes in Literature
A Curated Reading List for 16-Year-Olds (Fiction, Non-Fiction & Spotlights)
1. Contemporary & Realistic Fiction
An Abundance of Katherines by John Green
Graphs, modeling, and predictive theorems.
Colin Singleton is a washed-up child prodigy who has been dumped by exactly 19 girls—all named Katherine. On a road trip to clear his head, he decides to combine his love for data with his broken heart by creating 'The Underlying Theorem of Katherine Predictability,' mapping out the exact lifespan of any romantic relationship based on specific personality variables.
The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time by Mark Haddon
Prime numbers, logic, and a passion for A-Level maths.
Fifteen-year-old Christopher John Francis Boone knows all the countries of the world and their capitals, and every prime number up to 7,057. He relates to the absolute certainty of mathematics much better than he relates to human emotions. When he is falsely accused of killing a neighbor’s dog, he sets out to solve the mystery using meticulous, logical deduction.
The Code for Love and Heartbreak by Jillian Cantor
Coding, data-driven matching algorithms, and statistics.
A modern, tech-focused retelling of Jane Austen's Emma. Emma Sasha Silverstein loves the predictability of numbers. As co-president of her high school's coding club, she decides to put her skills to the test by creating a foolproof matchmaking app for her school. Naturally, human feelings prove to be much harder to calculate than she anticipated.
The Housekeeper and the Professor by Yōko Ogawa
Number theory, prime numbers, friendship
A beautiful, quiet novel about a brilliant mathematician with an 80-minute short-term memory who expresses all affection and life philosophy through gorgeous math concepts.
Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions by Edwin A. Abbott
Multi-dimensional geometry
A classic satirical novella written from the perspective of a literal Square living in a two-dimensional world, who gets visited by a Sphere from the third dimension. It is an amazing way to visualize dimensions beyond our own


2. Sci-Fi, Fantasy & Thrillers
Middlegame by Seanan McGuire
The Math Connection: Alchemy, quantum mechanics, and math as the framework of reality.
This is a fantastic 'crossover' book (an adult book highly popular with older teens). It follows twins Roger and Dodger, who were alchemically engineered to embody the concepts of the universe. Roger represents the power of language, while Dodger is a mathematical genius who views the physical world entirely through numbers, probabilities, and geometric structures.
The Square Root of Summer by Harriet Reuter Hapgood
The Math Connection: Physics, space-time geometry, and wormholes.
Seventeen-year-old Gottie Oppenheimer is a physics prodigy dealing with a devastating year of grief and heartbreak. When she literally begins slipping through time, she has to use her knowledge of mathematics, black holes, and string theory to figure out why her universe is collapsing around her and how to fix it.
A Girl Named Digit by Annabel Monaghan
The Math Connection: Pattern recognition, cryptography, and logic.
Farrah 'Digit' Higgins has a secret: she can see mathematical patterns in everything around her, from the layout of a room to a string of numbers on TV. She tries hard to mask her brilliance to fit in at school, but when she accidentally cracks a terrorist group's encrypted code while watching the news, she is thrown into an intense FBI investigation.
3. Non-Fiction: The Real World & Big Concepts
Humble Pi: A Comedy of Maths Errors by Matt Parker
Core Focus: Real-world disasters caused by simple math glitches.
A hilarious look at what happens when humanity miscalculates. Parker (a stand-up comedian and mathematician) explores architectural, financial, and digital disasters caused by simple math bugs. It is laugh-out-loud funny and perfectly proves that math keeps modern civilization from collapsing.

Weapons of Math Destruction by Cathy O’Neil
Core Focus: How big data, machine learning, and algorithms regulate our lives.
O'Neil, a former Wall Street quant, explains how mathematical models are used to grade teachers, sort resumes, grant loans, and evaluate prisoners—and how these algorithms often bake in human biases while claiming to be entirely 'objective.' Crucial reading for understanding social media and AI.

How Not to Be Wrong: The Power of Mathematical Thinking by Jordan Ellenberg
Core Focus: Math treated as a form of 'common sense on steroids.'
Ellenberg uses math to answer fascinating, messy questions about daily life, political spin, bad science, and confusing headlines. It shows the reader how to look past surface data by using basic mathematical intuition.
The Code Book by Simon Singh
Core Focus: The history of cryptography from ancient Egypt to quantum security.
A thrilling, chronological history of code-making and code-breaking. It covers everything from Mary, Queen of Scots' flawed cipher to the breaking of the Nazi Enigma machine in WWII. It reads like a spy thriller and includes a series of coded messages at the back.
Hidden Figures by Margot Lee Shetterly
Core Focus: The human computers who calculated the launch trajectories for NASA.
The true story of the brilliant African-American women mathematicians who used slide rules, geometry, and calculus to pave the way for America's earliest space missions. It beautifully weaves complex physics with the intense history of the Civil Rights movement.
The Man Who Loved Only Numbers by Paul Hoffman
Core Focus: The biography of Paul Erdős, one of the most eccentric mathematicians in history.
Erdős possessed no home and lived out of a single suitcase, wandering the globe from university to university, announcing, 'My brain is open.' This book shows that mathematicians aren't cold machines—they can be uniquely passionate and beautifully strange human beings.

Highly recommended by Mrs Rees
Featured Spotlight: Teen Breakthrough Genius
	In Code: A Mathematical Journey by Sarah Flannery
Sarah Flannery was just 16 years old when she shocked the international scientific community in 1999. For her science fair project, she developed the Cayley-Purser algorithm—a public-key cryptography system that was significantly faster than existing corporate models. Crucially, her mathematical breakthrough was achieved entirely by manipulating 2x2 matrices over a finite ring.

Her book, "In Code," became an international bestseller. Co-written with her father (a math professor), the book brilliantly pairs her personal memoir of being an ordinary Irish teenager with clear, accessible explanations of the advanced mathematics, matrix algebra, and cryptography puzzles that fueled her discovery. It is the perfect inspiration for any high school student looking to see how abstract math concepts can solve massive real-world problems.



The Gresham Lectures
If you don’t feel like reading, these talks explore a range of topics such as:
The Maths of Music (and the Music of Maths)
Much Ado About Numbers: Shakespeare’s Mathematical Life and Times
 Shakespeare’s Mathematical Life and Times
The Big Brain: Size and Intelligence
Solving the Ancient Camel Puzzle: A 3,500-Year-Old Mathematical Trick
And many, many more!
The entire collection can be found here: 
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/
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