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YouTube channel—“all about [his] love for makeup and 
costumes and hair and art”—probably realized. But it 
wasn’t until his final year as an undergraduate, during the 
pandemic-upended spring of 2020, that the University of 
Waterloo mathematical finance major devised a way to knit 
together the theretofore disparate sides of himself—the 
drag-donning producer of wig and sewing tutorials and 
the math whiz keen to share the subject’s beauty and utility 
with others.

Math aficionado Santos credits contests with exposing 
him to the discipline’s more alluring aspects. The contests 
he sat for at his teachers’ prodding showed Santos that 
math was more problem solving than rote execution of al-
gorithms, more elegant proofs and rigorous reasoning than 
repetitious computations. His standout performance—he 
tied for third out of 15,796 participants—on the Univer-
sity of Waterloo’s Fermat Contest2 as a high school junior 
earned Santos an invitation to the university’s math camp. 
After that week of lectures and logic puzzles, he was sold: 
when he landed one of the prestigious, full-ride Schulich 
Leader Scholarships3 in 2016, he enrolled at Waterloo to 
study math. 

Enthralled as he was by the mathematics he encoun-
tered at university—measure theory was a favorite—Santos 
simultaneously poured time and energy into a parallel pur-
suit: drag. After coming out as gay in high school, Santos 

2See the 2021 contest at https://bit.ly/2S4ItvK.
3The Schulich Leader Scholarships is a Canadian and Israeli undergraduate 
award program that provides scholarships for students enrolled in STEM 
areas of study. 

“A Combination No One’s Used 
to Seeing”: Math and ... Drag
Sophia D. Merow 

Kyne Santos’s early attempts at merging his two passions 
did not go over well. 

For instance: In a February 2018 YouTube video,1 
Kyne—a vision in platinum blonde curls, full makeup, 
and holographic gold lycra—offers step-by-step instruc-
tions for transforming a few yards of stretch fabric into a 
curve-caressing evening gown. The gown in question flares 
out at the bottom in a “mermaid tail,” and Santos opted to 
include in the how-to the bit of math involved in creating 
this element. “2πr = 40” Kyne jots in a spiral notebook on 
camera. Then r = 40—2π

 and = 6.36. “We get that our radius is 
40 divided by six-ish,” says the voiceover, “which is a little 
over six inches.”

Effusive about Kyne’s loveliness and videography and 
skill with a sewing machine, viewers generally did not ap-
preciate Kyne’s use of the circumference formula. “i didnt 
come here for math girl,” griped one. “You lost me at 2 pi 
r,” protested another. One of the more emphatic comments 
garnered 112 likes: “You KILL me when you do the math 
part! We didn’t all go to college kyne!”

Santos was himself still in college in 2018, and more 
mathematically inclined than fans of the onlinekyne 
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1See https://bit.ly/3xfgs3x (the math starts around the nine-minute 
mark).
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began experimenting with makeup. In 2013 he launched a 
YouTube channel,4 posting instructional videos about how 
to create a silver smoky eye, style a wig into a big updo, sew 
a sequin dance costume (with fringe!). While in college, 
Santos saw his first drag show, started performing under 
the mononym Kyne, and even appeared as a contestant on 
the inaugural season of Canada’s Drag Race. Santos didn’t 
actively conceal his drag personality from his classmates 
and professors, but he didn’t flaunt it either. “I wouldn’t 
come to school in full faces of makeup,” he told Sidenote by 
AsapSCIENCE podcasters Mitch and Greg.5 Academia and 
flamboyance seemed incompatible to Santos, so he kept 
the math and the makeup studiously separate.  

Until quarantine. 
On April 24, 2020, Kyne made her TikTok6 debut. Sport-

ing big hair and sparkly purple eye shadow, she7 posed a 
“Riddle of the Day”: “I’ve got a dress and pair of shoes that 
together cost $100. If the dress is $99 more expensive than 
the shoes, how much are the shoes? You can pause here 
to figure it out.” 

Over the next month—in sequins and feathers, bedaz-
zled jackets and revealing gowns, chandelier earrings and 
eyelash extensions and French tips—Kyne offered min-
ute-long takes on Russell’s paradox and the pigeonhole 
principle, on Cantor’s diagonalization argument and imag-
inary numbers and fair cake-cutting. She sang the quadratic 
formula to the tune of Adele’s “Rolling in the Deep” and 
raised the alarm about sensational headlines, misleading 
graphs, mistaking correlation for causation. By July Kyne 
had more than half a million followers. 

Santos attributes the unexpected popularity of his Tik-
Toks—initially his strategy for combating the listlessness  

4See https://www.youtube.com/c/onlinekyne.
5See https://bit.ly/3xr3HD2.
6TikTok is an app that allows users to create and share short videos.
7Santos uses she/her pronouns when in character and he/him pronouns 
otherwise.

and detachment of lockdown—to the novelty of the 
mash-up: “Drag and math is just a combination no one’s 
used to seeing,” he wrote in an April 2021 email. “And 
people tell me I’m just really good at explaining math, with 
or without the drag…which is very flattering!”

In combining math and drag as he has, Santos hopes to 
lessen people’s hang-ups about both. He wants to help the 
math-phobic recognize the elegance of mathematics and to 
counter the association of drag only with things unsavory 
or salacious. Viewers have told Santos that his videos have 
positively impacted their parents’ impressions of drag, 
which gives him hope that the skeptical can be swayed. “If 
they think drag is really a gross, perverse thing,” he told 
Math Therapy podcaster Vanessa Vakharia,8 “you can show 
them this video of a drag queen talking about functions 
and they’ll say, ‘Oh, maybe it isn’t so bad.’”

Santos’s ongoing efforts—he posts a TikTok every few 
days, has added some longer-form math content to his 
YouTube channel, hosted (with Math Therapy’s Vakharia) 
perhaps the first ever Pi Day Drag Brunch—are also moti-
vated by a drive to be the sort of role model that would have 
heartened his teenage self: someone expressing himself 
freely and living his life truthfully, unfazed by stereotypes 
or perceived contradictions. “In blending my two passions 
together,” Santos wrote in the spring 2021 issue of University 

of Waterloo Magazine,9 “I can be the 
flouncy, flamboyant professional that 
younger Kyne needed to see.” 

To find Kyne online, visit https://
www.onlinekyne.com.
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9See https://bit.ly/3iNKJ5k.
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