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Abstract---Several of the most influential Latin American writers were interested in the sciences. Moreover, a
handful showed an affinity to mathematics since childhood, eventually following careers as physicists, engineers,
and mathematicians before turning their attention to the arts. In the end, they became novelists, essayists, and poets,
who made significant contributions to their field. There is a large amount of existent traditional literature analysis
research on Latin American authors. In the last sixteen years, research has shifted to include a focus on the
connection between math and literature. However, this research focuses on interpreting the ideas of the universally
acclaimed writer Jorge Luis Borges, studying his scientific thinking through his works, and demonstrating the
writings included both basic and advanced math concepts even though he lacked a formal mathematical and
scientific formation. Currently, there is a gap in the research that ignores the influential Latin American authors who
were also prolific in mathematics. As a math and engineering student, | am interested in studying the work of Latin
American writers with academic backgrounds in STEM fields--specifically mathematics. | intend to examine the
writings of Ernesto Sabato, Guillermo Martinez, and Nicanor Parra for explicit math terminology and concepts. |
will analyze the content of these writings and any references to popular mathematical theories during the time in
which these authors were active. | am curious to find out if their strong background and understanding of
mathematics influenced their literature.
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Introduction

The 20th century was a prolific period for literature in Latin America. To mention a handful of distinguished writers,
one should mention Nobel Prize laureates such as Gabriela Mistral, Miguel Angel Asturias, Pablo Neruda, Octavio
Paz, Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Mario Vargas Llosa. We also have the short stories of Jorge Luis Borges, Mario
Benedetti, Julio Cortazar and Horacio Quiroga; the novels of Carlos Fuentes, Isabel Allende and José Donoso. These
authors and many others had a strong influence not only in Latin America but worldwide, their works left a
significant imprint in other literary works and their legacy echoes all way up to the present time.

The origins of the so-called Latin American “boom” can be found in Paris right after the end of World War |,
when many young artists and writers came back home from the Western front with a new mindset, their ideas
developed into the surrealist movement during the early 1920s. Paris attracted many young Latin American writers
that were visiting Europe, interested in opportunities to exchange ideas and find inspiration for their works. In time,
they brought the surrealistic manifesto to the Americas and helped to make it popular (Borges, 1941; Martinez, 2006;
Parra, 1937; Sabato, 1951). A notable example is Borges who in his youth went to study at Geneva and took frequent
visits to Paris where he got in contact with some of the very first surrealistic writers, Borges adopted many of their
ideas into his work, and later on, he became one of the founders of literature of the fantastic. Neruda, who was one of
the most influential authors of his time, also embraced the ideas of surrealism and helped to spread them, causing a
domino effect that propagated this literary style through decades.

Besides realism surrealism, the fantastic and magical realism, starting with Borges, the influence of sciences in
the literature is noticeable. Although at the beginning is not frequent to find such influence, by the end of the century
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the reference and discussion of different STEM-related topics became more popular among writers, especially
novelists (Martinez, 2013; Parra, 1954; Martinez, 2007; Sabato, 2004). This trend continues in the 21st, and today
many STEM subjects are popular topics of discussion in novels, essays, and short stories of Latin American authors.
Most of the time, the discussions cover STEM subjects briefly and they are not fundamental in the structure or
argument of a literary work. The influence of sciences is a clear indication of the interest that fiction writers had in
them. Where their interest in science came from can be found by researching their biographies and analyzing their
writings.

The math-literature connection

Recent research in Latin American literature has shifted to include a focus on the connection between math and
literature. The reason behind this is the fact that mathematics is the basis for exact sciences, therefore proving the
existence of a connection or affinity of writers with math is a way to ultimately determine the extent of the influence
that exact sciences have in literature (Martinez, 2019; Parra & Ortega, 1994; Sabato, 1945). Many of Borges’
publications introduce the reader to both basic and advanced mathematical concepts. In the last sixteen years, there
has been a lot of research about the interest of Borges in math and its influence on his writings. Although Borges
lacked a formal mathematical and scientific formation, his explicit interest in math shows his sincere fascination and
affinity with numbers.

Borges used math extensively in many of his works, being in some cases fundamental to the structure of his
novels and short stories. Among mathematicians worldwide, the short stories “The Aleph” (1945) and the “Library
of Babel” (1941) are well known. “The Aleph” is a direct reference to the aleph numbers, which are sequences of
numbers that represent the cardinality of well-ordered infinite sets (Borges, 1945). An example of an aleph number is
the cardinality of the set of natural numbers. George Cantor, a German mathematician and founder of the set theory,
defined aleph numbers. On page 285 of this story, Borges mentions, “For the Mengenlehre, the aleph is the symbol
of the transfinite numbers, in which the whole is not greater than any of the parts”. The word “Mengenlehre” is the
German name for “set theory”. Another mathematical concept discussed in “The Aleph” is the infinity of the
continuum, which also derives from set theory, being the cardinality of the real numbers. Cantor was active during
the late 19th and early 20th centuries, some of his work and Borges while studying and living in Europe must have
read some of his works and publications.

In “The Library of Babel”. Borges alludes to Euclidean geometry and talks about paradoxes. The fantastic library
itself is a paradox, theorized by Borges to be infinite in size and being made by an uncountable number of hexagonal
rooms connected with a staircase. Permutations, analytical series, and set theory are all integrated into this story. The
vivid description of the library provides the following information:

1) Each hexagonal room contains 20 shelves of books.

2) Each shelf contains 32 books and each book is exactly 410 pages long.

3) Each page contains exactly 40 lines and each line contains exactly 80 characters.

4) The characters consist of 22 letters, all lower case, the period, the comma, and space; 25 in total.

It seems that Borges intended the library to be a math riddle, using the information provided above one can
determine after some calculations that the stack of all the papers in the library has a height that is 93 billion times the
size of the known universe, while the stack of books is a 1834070 digits long number. Borges also wrote a murder
mystery story, “The death and the compass” (1942), where he uses mathematical series and geometry as the pattern
of the killings. This story influenced the works of future authors like Guillermo Martinez. Borges’ passion and love
for math expose the reader to a wide spectrum of topics, there is no doubt that Borges teaches math through his
literature

Gaps in the literature

Currently, there is no research about other influential Latin American writers that have a proven affinity with math
and formal education in STEM-related areas; although among them, we find physicists, engineers, and pure
mathematicians that worked in their fields for years before switching to a new career in literature, ultimately making
significant contributions (Kitchenham et al., 2009; Da Silveira et al., 2001). These writers were prolific in both arts
and exact sciences. While Borges only had a high school diploma, other writers had doctoral degrees in sciences;
they also became novelists, essayists, and poets. The current gap in the literature is the study of their work and the
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influence that their background had on it. For this study, | examined the writings of Ernesto Sabato, Guillermo
Martinez, and Nicanor Parra for explicit math terminology and concepts. | checked for any references to popular
mathematical theories during the time in which these authors were active (Brereton et al., 2007; Marik et al., 2008).
The objective of my work is to find out if their strong background and understanding of mathematics influenced their
literature.

The math and physics of Sabato

Ernesto Sabato (1911-2011) was an Argentinian novelist, essayist, and physicist. He studied physics at Universidad
de la Plata, where he got his Ph.D. degree in 1938. In the same year, he started his postdoctoral fellowship in atomic
radiation at the Curie Institute in Paris. The next year he became a research fellow for MIT (Sabato, 1974; Sabato,
2000; Tait, 1986). In 1940, he returned to Argentina and got a teaching position as a professor of relativity and
quantum mechanics at Universidad de la Plata. In his autobiography “Before the end” (1998), talks about the
influence that surrealism had on him, exposed to it during his time in Paris. He states that: “At the Curie Institute,
one of the highest goals for a physicist, | found myself empty. Beaten up by disbelief, | kept going because of inertia,
which my soul rejected. During that time of antagonisms, | buried myself with electrometers and graduated cylinders
during the morning and spent the nights in bars, with the delirious surrealists.”

The exposure to the ideas of surrealists was the catalysts of his shift to the arts, although he continued teaching
physics until 1943. As a writer, he was very prolific, winning many different awards and receiving recognition for
his work through the rest of his life. Sabato won the best foreign novel Prize (France, 1975), the Medici Prize to the
best foreign book (Italy, 1977), the Miguel de Cervantes Prize (Spain, 1984), and many more.

From all his works, the ones | use for this study are:
1) “The Tunnel”, 1948.
2) “On heroes and tombs”, 1961.
3) “The Angel of Darkness” 1974.
4) “One and the universe”, 1945.
5) “Man, and mechanism”,1951.
6) “Before the end”, 1998.

The first three are his most famous novels; the other two are essays and the last one the autobiography already
mentioned. | read these works and searched for mathematical concepts. In the novels and the autobiography, there is
no reference of any specific math concept, neither a discussion of a topic in math (Boyce et al., 2002; Frost, 2010;
Parks, 2008; Mahendra, 2016). In “Man and mechanism”, there are discussions between a page and a paragraph
about Newton’s gravitational law, Einstein’s theory of relativity, and logarithms. However, is in “One and the
universe: that the full knowledge and interest of Sabato in the exact sciences are found, some of the findings are
listed below:

1) Page 10: He talks about mathematical logic, the Pythagoras’ theorem, and hypotenuses.

2) Page 12: “The entropy of an isolated system is strictly increasing”. Here he describes the behavior of a
system’s entropy.

3) Page 13: “The green of those trees that the air wags occupies an area of the spectrum around 5000 Angstrom
units”. He provides the wavelength of the electromagnetic spectrum that produces green color, and then he
goes beyond and explains how a microphone captures the frequency of waves to create sounds. At the bottom
of the page, he mentions sinusoids, logarithms, triangles, and probability waves.

4) Page 14: Sabato takes a long paragraph to briefly tell the story of how the theory of relativity changed the way
we see the universe, from matter moving in space to unified time-space events. He mentions that matter is an
expression of time-space curvature and that some relativists imagine a timeless universe.

5) Page 16: “The Alfonsine tables, astronomical data used for computing the position of the Sun, the Moon and
the planets relative to fixed stars”. The tables that he refers to are a collection of astronomical charts published
by king Alfonso X of Castile during the middle ages.

6) Page 19: He mentions tensor calculus, algebraic structures, group theory, and tetra dimensional geodesics,
being the latter an advanced topic in differential geometry.

7) Page 22: He talks about W. Sitter’s theory of the universe’s expansion and gives an explanation using the
relativity theory. In the next paragraph, he talks about mechanic vibrations and how they correlate to the
frequency of an electromagnetic wave.
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8) Page 23: “Einstein’s first gravitational law states that the G tensor is null. Einstein modified his equation to
make space a closed one for long distances and give it a finite dimension”. He also mentions the big bang
theory.

9) Page 24: “Eddington combined the theory of relativity applied to the universe and the quantic theory applied
to the atom”. On the next two pages, he talks about quantum theory, its evolution and the points of view that
the scientific community has about it.

10)Page 27: He mentions that the cosmic number (total number of particles contained in the universe) is 2136.2 »
256”.

After this, “One and the universe” talks about history and culture, it becomes more philosophical and discusses the
ethics of science. This essay proves Sabato’s strong background, interest, and affinity with both math and physics.
Published in 1945, the essay mentions and discusses many theories that were popular during the first half of the 20th
century, in the context of math and physics. Regarding math, there are mentions of advanced topics like tensor
calculus, algebraic structures, and group theory. At the time, group theory was a very popular topic and that is why
Borges also uses it for “The Aleph”.

Nicanor Parra and the creation of antipoems

Parra was a very influential poet from Chile, but he also worked as a mathematician and physicist. Born in 1914, his
trajectory of almost a century was very prolific, dying just recently in 2018. He got a bachelor’s degree in
Mathematics and Physics from Universidad de Chile in 1937, in the same year he published his first book “Songbook
without a name”. From 1943 to 1947, he studied physics and advanced mechanics at Brown University. Afterward,
he studied cosmology at Oxford University between 1949 and 1951. In 1952, he became a professor of theoretical
physics at Universidad de Chile (Bengoa & Sanchez-Robles, 2003; Menezes et al., 2005). During the 50’s he was
teaching at Columbia, Yale, New York University, and Louisiana State University. He published his second book
“Poems and antipoems” in 1954, antipoems are poems with fewer verses and more prose, Parra was the first antipoet.
For many decades until retiring in the 1990s, Parra was a physics teacher, but he continued to write literature until
the year before his death. His work and legacy in Chile are significant; many people compare him with Neruda as an
outstanding poet (Yeyati & Micco,2007; Giuliani et al., 2005). He was nominated four times for the Nobel Prize in
Literature, although he never won one, he received the “Reina Sofia” Prize (Spain, 2001), the Miguel de Cervantes
Prize (Spain, 2011), and the Pablo Neruda Ibero-American poetry award (Chile, 2012). For this study, | selected his
most important works, collections of poems and antipoems published between 1937 and 1993. These works are:

1) Songbook without a Name”, 1937.
2) “Poems and Antipoems”, 1954.

3) “The Anti-Lazarus”, 1981.

4) “Poems to Combat Baldness”, 1993

After reading them exhaustively, | could not find any reference to a mathematical concept or topic. Since these are
the most representative of his works, it seems that although he had extensive formation and studies in math, it did not
influence his works significantly. Parra’s antipoems focus on nature, human life, Chilean politics, and topics related
to humanities.

From Borges to Martinez

Guillermo Martinez is an Argentinian writer born in 1962. In 1992, he obtained his Ph.D. in Mathematical Logic
from the University of Buenos Aires. From 1993 to 1995, he was a postdoctoral fellow at Oxford University, this
period and his experiences while in Oxford were fundamental for his future works. Martinez writes novels and short
stories, his style is a reminiscence of Borges's writings all his novels discuss math topics and most of them focus
heavily on math. He won the Mandarache Prize (Spain, 2006), the Gabriel Garcia Marquez Prize (Colombia, 2014),
and the Nadal Prize for best novel (Spain, 2019).

For this study, | selected the following publications of Martinez:

1) “Borges and Mathematics”, 2003.
2) “The Oxford Murders”, 2003.
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3) “The Book of Murder”, 2007.
4) “Alicia’s crimes”, 2019.

The first one is a book that analyses the mathematical content in Borges’ literary work and the passion for math that
he had during his lifetime. Martinez research on Borges is one of the first serious studies about the connection
between math and literature. As expected from the title and topic, this book is based on the math within the literature
of Borges, discussing the rich mathematical content of “The Aleph”, “The Library of Babel” and other works.
“Borges and Mathematics” is proof of Martinez’s mastery of math since he easily and clearly explains the favorite
math topic Borges, explaining Borges’ reasons and motivations. Martinez is also a big admirer of Borges, the murder
mystery novel “The death and the compass” had a lasting influence on him, since he found in this book his love for
mathematical murder mysteries, and in the same style, he wrote three novels of his own.

“The Oxford Murders” is probably Martinez’s best work. A critically acclaimed bestseller worldwide, this

murder mystery novel follows the story of a logic professor assisted by his graduate student in the investigation of
math-based murders. In the novel, the killer has strong knowledge in advanced math topics, carefully planning the
murder of his victims and leaving at every crime scene a hint related to a mathematical shape that obeys a sequence.
The hint is always a symbol that represents a unique geometry. The killing patterns and the time between each death
also follow the behavior of a sequence, an absolute convergent sequence to be more specific. During their time
together, the main characters work endlessly in trying to solve the case, finding out during the investigation that to
stop the serial killer they need to decode the sequence of the shapes left behind and predict the next symbol in the
sequence. After failing in decoding the sequence for several days, the professor and his student find a way to solve
the encrypted code of the new clues and identify the sequence pattern, which leads to them solving the case. There is
a movie (released in 2008) based on the book, directed by Alex de la Iglesia; also starred Elijah Wood, John Hurt,
Leonor Watling, and Julie Cox.
Out of all the math topics in the novel, the one that appealed to me the most was Wittgenstein's rule-following
paradox, which states: “No course of action could be determined by a rule because any course of action can be made
out to accord with the rule”. Originally, Saul Kripke established this paradox in 1982 (a philosopher of languages)
but it has an analogy that can be found in mathematics and explained the following way:

1) Assume that you have ever performed the addition of two numbers greater than 20.

2) Suppose that somebody asks you to calculate 28+32.

3) Logically you are expected to calculate the answer using the rules of addition, as you know them, operating
28+32=60.

4) However, somebody can say that this is not true since previous knowledge of different addition operations
(with numbers smaller than 20) does not justify the answer that you are getting.

5) There is nothing that confirms or proves your solution, the answer could be 8 and you have no way to prove it
wrong.

6) You are susceptible to infinite interpretations and solutions for the problem.

7) If you want to find the rules of addition for numbers greater than 20 without previous knowledge, then you
have infinite interpretations of the rules.

8) Therefore, conclude that interpretations by themselves do not determine to mean.

Another notable topic in “The Oxford Murders” is the principle of uncertainty, which says that “the more precisely
the position of some particle is determined, the less precisely its momentum can be known”. The novel discusses
Godel's Theorem, a theorem of logical mathematics for axiomatic systems. The year that Martinez arrived at Oxford,
British mathematician Andres Wiles proved Fermat's Last Theorem. An alumnus from Oxford, Wiles developed a
proof that had avoided mathematicians for more than three hundred years. The publication of the proof is one of the
main events in the novel, although instead of Wiles a fictional character was the one who found the solution.
Fermat’s last theorem says that the equation xn + yn = zn has no solutions in integers for values of n>3.

“The Book of Murder” and “Alicia’s crimes” are other two mathematical murder mysteries. While the first one
follows the same formula as “The Oxford Murders”, the second one adds a little more fiction. “Alicia’s crimes” has
been in stores since just two months ago, and although very new, it has already good reviews. The argument is about
the missing pages in Lewis Carroll’s diary (the author of Alice in Wonderland), with references to Carrol and his
most famous novel. “Alicia’s crimes” focus deeply on mathematical series. It discusses topics in calculus,
combination theory, statistics, and group theory.)
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Conclusions

Sabato’s essays show a strong background and understanding of mathematics. His essays talk about popular theories
in physics and math, also discuss the intersection between philosophy, mathematics, and physics; but his novels lack
any mention or discussion of relevant mathematical theories or concepts. After reading some selected works of
Sabato, it is evident that he progressively abandoned the use of math in his works since “One and the universe” and
“Man and mechanism” were published just a few years after he abandoned his career in academia. “One and the
universe” was his first work. The mathematical background that he had influenced his early works only. Parra had an
extensive formation in advanced mathematics and physics, but nothing relevant was found in his poems.
Mathematics did not influence his writings. Martinez is up to date in popular mathematical topics and theories. He is
very prolific in both math and literature. For the case of Martinez, is evident that mathematics has a strong influence
on his work since he wrote three murder mystery novels. Today he is viewed as the most important mathematical
murder mystery author.
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