
The Tale of the Missing Number 

Once, a long time ago, mathematics was very different. It was easy, but it was boring. It was 
the age of Arithmetic. In this age, if you had two apples and added two more, you knew you 
had four. It was like following a recipe: you had the ingredients (2+2), and you just had to 
bake the cake (=4). 

But then humans began asking a different question. They didn't want to bake the cake; they 
wanted to figure out the missing ingredient. They asked: "I have two apples, but I need four... 
how many more do I need?" (2 + ? = 4) 

They stopped being cooks and started being detectives. And thus, the age of Algebra was 
born. 

Chapter 1: The Age of Clay 

Four thousand years ago, under the burning sun of ancient Egypt, the first maths detectives 
got to work. But they had a huge problem: the letter  hadn't been invented yet. They had no 𝑥
plus signs. No equals signs. 

If an Egyptian scribe wanted to solve a puzzle, he couldn't write " ." He had to 𝑥 + 5 = 19
scratch a long, wordy story onto a papyrus scroll, like the one you see here. 

He would write: "If a Heap walks into a room, and you add one-seventh of the heap to it, and 
the result becomes nineteen, tell me, O scribe... how big is the Heap?" For thousands of 
years, maths was exhausted by words. It was slow. It was heavy. 

Chapter 2: The House of Wisdom 

Centuries passed until the year 820 CE. In the golden city of Baghdad, a genius 
mathematician named Al-Khwarizmi sat in a magnificent library called the House of 
Wisdom. 

He looked at the messy word puzzles of the ancients and decided to organize them. He 
wrote a revolutionary book about balancing numbers, just as a merchant balances a 
weighing scale. 

He called this process al-jabr—the "repairing of broken parts." From his book title, Al-Kitāb 
al-Jabr, we got the name Algebra. Al-Khwarizmi taught the world that you could move 
numbers from one side of an equation to the other, just like moving weights on a scale to 
keep it perfectly balanced. He turned maths from a guessing game into a system. 

Chapter 3: The Duel of Betrayal 

Time marched on to the 1500s in Italy, where Algebra became a weapon. In the 
Renaissance, mathematicians didn't just sit in classrooms; they fought in public duels. 
Crowds would gather in town squares to watch them throw "impossible" problems at each 
other. 

A mathematician named Tartaglia discovered a secret way to solve the "Cubic Equation" 
and used it to win duels. A rival named Cardano tricked Tartaglia into sharing the secret, 
swearing a holy oath to keep it quiet. Cardano broke his promise and published it to the 
world. Tartaglia was furious, but this betrayal changed history. By solving the "impossible," 
they proved that with algebra, human logic could solve anything. 



Chapter 4: The French Codebreaker 

Despite all this drama, algebra was still messy and full of words. Finally, in the 1600s, a 
French philosopher named René Descartes looked at the mess and said, "Enough." He 
created a code. 

 

He decided that the beginning of the alphabet (a, b, c) would stand for numbers we know. 
And the end of the alphabet—mysterious letters like x,y , and z—would stand for the 
unknown things we are looking for. With this simple change, the long, dusty paragraphs of 
the Egyptians vanished, replaced by the clean equations we use today. 

The Ending 

So, when you open your textbook and see that little , you aren't just looking at a letter. You 𝑥
are looking at a 4,000-year-old survivor. It started as a "Heap" in the Egyptian desert, 
travelled through the libraries of Baghdad, survived the sword-fights of Italy, and was given a 
name by a Frenchman, just so it could land on your desk today, waiting for you to solve it. 

 


