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DISCOVERING A WORLD OF COLOR: A MANGO
SHAPED SPACE BY WENDY MASS

Imagine a world where the letter "A" is a brilliant yellow, the
number "5" is a deep purple, and the sound of a dog barking is a
flash of green. For most of us, this concept seems like a fantasy
or a vivid dream. But for Mia Winchell, the thirteen-year-old
protagonist of Wendy Mass's beloved novel, A Mango Shaped
Space by Wendy Mass, this is her everyday reality. This is not
a story about magic; it is a story about synesthesia, a rare
neurological condition where senses blend together. Since its
publication in 2003, this book has become a cornerstone of
middle-grade literature, celebrated for its sensitive portrayal of a
condition that many people experience but few understand. The
title itself hints at Mia's personal struggle and her unique gift: the
letter "M" is the color of a ripe, golden mango, a shape and shade
that is both beautiful and isolating. In this article, we will delve
into the world of A Mango Shaped Space by Wendy Mass,
exploring its plot, themes, characters, and the lasting impact it
has had on readers who have discovered a piece of themselves in
Mia's colorful journey.

THE PREMISE: MORE THAN MEETS THE EYE

At its heart, A Mango Shaped Space by Wendy Mass is a
coming-of-age story that tackles the universal struggle of feeling
different. Mia Winchell has always seen colors that others cannot.
She sees them when she hears sounds, reads words, or thinks of
numbers. For years, she has kept this a secret, believing she is
broken or that something is wrong with her. The story begins as
Mia enters eighth grade, a time of intense social pressure and
self-discovery. Her secret becomes harder to hide when her
grades start slipping because the colors in her classroom are so
distracting. She cannot focus on a math test when the numbers
are a swirling rainbow, and she cannot pay attention in class
when the teacher's voice creates a kaleidoscope of hues in the
air.

This is where the central conflict of the novel takes root. Mia is
forced to confront her condition. After a particularly frustrating
day, she finally confides in her parents, who are initially skeptical
but ultimately supportive. They take her to Dr. Curran, a
neurologist who diagnoses her with synesthesia. The diagnosis is
a turning point. It gives a name to her experience, but it also
complicates her life in new ways. Now that she knows what she
has, she must decide how to live with it. Does she embrace the
gift of seeing the world in a unique way, or does she try to
suppress it to fit in? This question drives the emotional core of A
Mango Shaped Space by Wendy Mass.

UNDERSTANDING THE AUTHOR: WENDY MASS

Wendy Mass is a highly respected author of young adult and
middle-grade fiction. Born in 1967, she has written numerous
popular books, including Jeremy Fink and the Meaning of Life,
Every Soul a Star, and The Candymakers. However, A Mango
Shaped Space by Wendy Mass remains her most personal and
groundbreaking work. In the author's note, Mass reveals that she
also has synesthesia. This first-hand experience lends the novel

an authenticity that is impossible to fake. She does not simply
write about synesthesia as a plot device; she writes about it as a
lived experience. The descriptions of how Mia perceives the world
are vivid, poetic, and deeply felt. This personal connection is why
the book has resonated so strongly with readers, especially those
who share Mia's condition. For many young readers, A Mango
Shaped Space by Wendy Mass was the first time they saw
their own internal world reflected in literature.

The Inspiration Behind the
Story

Mass has stated in interviews that she wrote the book because
she had never seen a story about synesthesia that felt true to her
own experience. Many portrayals in media treat the condition as
a superpower or a mental illness, but Mass wanted to show the
nuanced reality. It can be distracting, exhausting, and socially
isolating, but it can also be a source of incredible creativity and
beauty. This balanced perspective is what makes A Mango
Shaped Space by Wendy Mass such a valuable book. It
educates without being preachy, and it entertains while fostering
empathy.

PLOT SUMMARY: A JOURNEY OF SELF-ACCEPTANCE

The narrative of A Mango Shaped Space by Wendy Mass
follows Mia through a single school year. The plot is organized in
a unique way, with each chapter head featuring the shape and
color of a specific letter or number. This structural choice
reinforces the theme of Mia's world being organized by color.

The story begins with Mia's frustration. Her synesthesia is causing
problems at school, and her best friend, Jenna, is increasingly
annoyed by Mia's "weird" habits, like needing to position herself
in a certain way in the classroom to avoid distracting colors.
When Mia finally gets her diagnosis, she is relieved, but also
scared. She joins a support group for people with synesthesia,
where she meets other individuals who experience the world
differently. This is a crucial part of the novel, as it shows Mia that
she is not alone.

As Mia learns more about her synesthesia, she begins to
experiment with it. She uses her color perceptions to create
beautiful art, painting the worlds she sees. She also tries to
"block" the colors in an attempt to be more normal, but this only
makes her miserable. A major subplot involves Mia's relationship
with her pet cat, Mango. Mango is not just a pet; he is a confidant
who seems to understand Mia in a way that humans cannot. The
loss of Mango later in the story is a pivotal moment that forces
Mia to confront her grief and her identity without the one
creature who accepted her unconditionally.

By the end of the novel, Mia learns to accept her condition as a
gift rather than a curse. She begins to share her gift with others,
teaching her friends and family about the colors she sees. The
book concludes on a hopeful note, with Mia embracing her unique
perspective and finding the courage to be herself.

MAIN CHARACTERS IN A MANGO SHAPED SPACE

The success of A Mango Shaped Space by Wendy Mass is
largely due to its well-drawn, relatable characters. Each character
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plays a vital role in Mia's journey.

e Mia Winchell: The protagonist. She is intelligent, creative,
and sensitive. Her struggle is not just with synesthesia, but
with the universal adolescent desire to fit in. She is a
wonderfully complex character, full of self-doubt and
resilience.

e Jenna: Mia's best friend. Their relationship is tested by
Mia's secret. Jenna is not a villain; she is a typical teenager
who is confused by her friend's behavior. Their friendship
arc is realistic and touching.

e Mia's Parents: They are supportive and loving, but they
do not always understand Mia's experiences. Their journey
of learning about synesthesia parallels Mia's own journey.
They represent the "outside world" trying to comprehend a
different way of perceiving reality.

e Dr. Pat Curran: The neurologist who diagnoses Mia. She is
a kind and knowledgeable figure who provides Mia with
scientific validation for her experiences. She represents the
bridge between Mia's internal world and external
understanding.

e Mango: Mia's cat. Mango is a silent but powerful presence.
He represents unconditional love and acceptance. His
death is a catalyst for Mia's ultimate acceptance of herself.

e Adam and Billy: Boys in Mia's grade who play different
roles in her social life. Adam is kind and curious, while Billy
represents the cruelty of those who fear what they do not
understand.

MAJOR THEMES EXPLORED IN THE BOOK

A Mango Shaped Space by Wendy Mass is rich with themes
that resonate with readers of all ages.

Theme 1: The Value of
Being Different

The most prominent theme is the acceptance of neurodiversity.
The novel argues that being different is not a flaw, but a unique
way of experiencing the world. It teaches young readers that
what makes them strange can also make them special.

Theme 2: Identity and Self-
Discovery

Mia's journey is a classic search for identity. She must figure out
who she is separate from her condition, and also how her
condition shapes who she is. This is a universal theme for
adolescents.

Theme 3: Friendship and
Authenticity

The novel explores the importance of authentic friendship. Mia
learns that true friends accept you for who you are, secrets and
all. Her relationship with Jenna shows that keeping secrets can
damage friendships, but honesty can repair them.

Theme 4: Grief and Loss

The death of Mango is a powerful exploration of grief. It shows
that love and loss are intertwined, and that healing comes from
embracing memories rather than suppressing pain.

Theme 5: The Connection
Between Art and Perception

Mia uses her synesthesia to create art. The book beautifully
illustrates how neurological differences can fuel creativity. It
encourages readers to find their own outlet for self-expression.

WHY A MANGO SHAPED SPACE MATTERS

There are many reasons why A Mango Shaped Space by
Wendy Mass has remained in print for over two decades. Its
most significant contribution is its representation of synesthesia.
For many readers, this book is their first introduction to the
condition. It provides a window into a different way of perceiving
reality, fostering empathy and understanding. It is also a valuable
tool for parents and educators who want to discuss neurodiversity
with young people.

Furthermore, the book handles sensitive topics like grief, social
anxiety, and academic pressure with a gentle, humorous touch.
Mass writes with a light but meaningful tone, making heavy
topics accessible to middle-grade readers. The book does not
offer easy answers; instead, it shows Mia learning to live with
ambiguity. She does not "cure" her synesthesia, nor does she
want to. She simply learns to manage it and appreciate it.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND AWARDS

Upon its release, A Mango Shaped Space by Wendy Mass
garnered widespread acclaim. It was praised for its originality, its
sensitive portrayal of a little-known condition, and its engaging
storytelling. The book was an ALA Notable Children's Book and a
School Library Journal Best Book. It has been translated into
multiple languages and continues to be a staple in school
libraries and reading lists. Critics have consistently highlighted
the authenticity of Mass's writing, noting that the sensory details
of the book are what make it truly special. The book is often
recommended for readers aged 9 to 14, but it has a dedicated
following among adults as well, particularly those who have
synesthesia themselves.

COMPARING THE BOOK TO OTHER WORKS BY WENDY
MASS

Fans of A Mango Shaped Space by Wendy Mass will find
similar themes in her other books. Jeremy Fink and the Meaning
of Life also deals with a boy's journey of self-discovery after his
father's death. Every Soul a Star features three very different
teenagers who find common ground during a solar eclipse,
emphasizing the theme of embracing who you are. Mass has a
gift for creating quirky, intelligent protagonists who are
navigating the challenges of growing up. However, A Mango
Shaped Space by Wendy Mass remains her most unique book
because of its deeply personal subject matter.

BOOKS SIMILAR TO A MANGO SHAPED SPACE
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