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This story is about a bright young mathematician 
named Srinivasa Ramanujan.i   Born in 1887 in India, 
Ramanujan grew up from humble beginnings. His 
father worked in an Indian dress (called saris) shop 
and his mother was a housewife.ii  But Ramanujan 
was a very bright young boy and learned wherever he 
could.  

When he was 11, Ramanujan’s family hosted two 
university students studying mathematics.iii  He asked 
them many questions and, over a couple of years, 
learned so much from them that he learned everything 
that they knew about math!
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Though he never graduated college, Ramanujan still 
found time to keep working on his math whenever 
he could. To make money, he worked as a tutor and 
accountant. But all he wanted to do was keep working 
on math…

Over the next few years, he found books about math, 
advanced textbooks that talked about very hard 
problems. He worked very hard on them and by the 
age of 16 he had learned everything in the books.iv  
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So, Ramanujan sent a compilation of his mathematical 
findings to professors of universities in Britain,v  but 
almost nobody even looked at his works.vi   

But one man, G. H. Hardy at Cambridge, read 
what Ramanujan had written and saw how brilliant 
Ramanujan really was. So Hardy invited Ramanujan 
to Cambridge to have Ramanujan learn more formal 
mathematics and collaborate with other Cambridge 
mathematicians.vii   

Ramanujan? Very 
promising...

5 6



So in 1914, Ramanujan went to Cambridge to do 
just that. And even though Ramanujan and Hardy 
had very different views on math, they still worked 
together and developed theories together. It was hard 
work, Ramanujan never had formal training in math.

Despite this, Ramanujan was able to discover many 
things about how infinity worked, how to sum infinite 
numbers, and new ways to calculate π.viii  He was even 
awarded a PhD and was the first Indian to be elected a 
Fellow of Trinity College, all at Cambridge!ix 
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He also was brilliant in other ways. Once, Hardy 
rode in a taxi cab with the number 1729 and said to 
Ramanujan that he couldn’t find anything interesting 
about it. But Ramanujan replied immediately by 
saying that 1729 could be expressed in three different 
ways: 1729 = 13 + 123 = 93 + 103 = 7 x 13 x 19. 

Sadly, he never got a chance to finish his work. 
Ramanujan fell very ill while in England and had to 
return to India to be with his family.x 
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Still, his works lived on and he became recognized as 
one of the greatest mathematicians of all time.

Endnotes
i. Note that, at the time that Ramanujan was born and throughout his life (1887-
1920), India was under British rule.

ii. I use the patterns of traditional saris in the background because it seemed 
fitting, given that Ramanujan’s father was a sari salesman.
iii. Depicted: University of Madras, the university that the two university stu-
dents in question attended. However, little is known about the exact identity of 
those students.
iv. Depicted: the two major books that were seminal in Ramanujan’s development 
were George Shoobridge’s Carr’s Synopsis of Elementary Results in Pure and 
Applied Mathematics, (1880–86) and Sidney Luxton Loney’s Plane Trigonometry 
(1912), which were advanced textbooks on various topics such as trigonometry, 
analysis, and differential equations. It is difficult to say the exact impact that these 
books had on Ramanujan’s works, but they certainly formed a mathematical 
foundation from which he created many of his findings. Indeed, Ramanujan had 
already proven some of the results from these books by his own processes before 
he had read them.
v. Depicted: E. W. Hobson (left) and H. F. Baker (right) were two professors at 
Cambridge to whom Ramanujan sent the compilation of his work. They returned 
his papers without any comment or written reply. Also Depicted: Trinity College, 
Cambridge – though neither Hobson nor Baker taught at Trinity College (they 
taught at Christ’s and St. John’s Colleges, respectively), Ramanujan ended up at 
Trinity under the tutelage of Hardy.
vi. From his brief time in college in Madras, Ramanujan had advocates who 
vouched for him in London. E. W. Middlemast presented Ramanujan’s findings 
to M. J. M. Hill of University College London, who rejected Ramanujan’s work. It 
was only then that Ramanujan sent letters to three Cambridge mathematicians, 
E. W. Hobson, H. F. Baker and G. H. Hardy. This compilation of his works was 
simply a collection of nine unpublished papers that presented Ramanujan’s find-
ings, primarily in number theory.
vii. The nature of the relationship between Ramanujan and Hardy was both 
teacher and collaborator. Though Ramanujan was already an adult by the time he 
had departed for England (around 27 years old), his mathematical style was still 
crude, having never had a formal mathematics education. So Hardy played the 
role of teacher in that Ramanujan still had to have rigor in his proofs, but also the 
role of collaborator while trying not to quench Ramanujan’s fiery mathematical 
intuition.
viii. Depicted: the three equations are famous results found by Ramanujan. 
The top right depicts Ramanujan’s approximation of π, which converges very 
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rapidly to the true value of π. The bottom right is a result that shows that 3 can 
be expressed as a specific form of infinitely nested roots. The middle left shows 
Ramanujan’s counterintuitive finding that the sum of the natural numbers 
equals -1/12. See: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w-I6XTVZXww for more 
information on that result. Ramanujan also found many results on various other 
topics. (e.g. partitions, infinities, algebraic geometry, etc.)
ix. The degree of PhD was, at the time, named a Bachelor of Science, but the 
degree name is changed in this book for clarity.
x. This would be Ramanujan’s last departure from the UK. His continual health 
problems were only exacerbated in the UK, and he returned to India in 1919 only 
to pass away a year later.
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