History of Numbers


Tally marks

Egyptian pictographs  (~3000 B.C.)
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(from “The History of Mathematics: An Introduction”, David Burton, McGraw Hill, 2003).

Eqyptian hieratic numerals (~2700 B.C.)
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the top image is from “The History of Mathematics: An Introduction”, David Burton, McGraw Hill, 2003), the bottom image is from “A History of Mathematics” Jeff Suzuki, Prentice Hall, 2002.

Babylonian numerals (~3000 B.C.)  base 60 - positional system 
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by 250 B.C., a blank place character was introduced
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both images from “A History of Mathematics” Jeff Suzuki, Prentice Hall, 2002.

Possible assignments for students:

Give students the table of conversions and have them convert Egyptian and Babylonian numbers to our system.

Give arithmetic problems using Egyptian and Babylonian numbers for students to do without converting to our numbers.

Give each student a number on a piece of paper in Egyptian or Babylonian system and have them go around the room and the other person with a card whose number, when added to their own, is 60 without calling out their number in our system.

Give subtraction problems using Babylonian numerals and then give the corresponding problem using time:  For example: Have the students subtract 3,52 from 6,01, then have them compute the number of minutes between 3:52 p.m. and 6:01 p.m.

Have students look up the Mayan contributions and their development of the number 0.

Homework:  Look at the website 

http://www.math.buffalo.edu/mad/Ancient-Africa/ishango.html.

What is the Ishango Bone?  What is the “oldest mathematical object”?  In what class (or discussing what topic) could you incorporate this information and how would you do it?

