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Introduction
The term "algorithm," while seemingly modern, connected intrinsically with computers
and intricate software, embodies a concept that's far from new. At its core, an
algorithm is simply a step-by-step procedure for solving a problem or accomplishing a
task. This fundamental idea, far from being a recent invention, has been an integral
part of human civilization for millennia. This book, Algorithms of the Ancients:
Unveiling the Mathematical Marvels of Ancient Civilizations, sets out to explore this
very idea. It is a journey through time, uncovering how our ancestors, long before the
advent of digital technology, developed surprisingly sophisticated algorithmic
procedures to navigate their world.

The ancient civilizations of Egypt, Mesopotamia, Greece, China, India, and the Mayan
world, among others, were not merely building pyramids, temples, and cities; they
were also crafting the intellectual tools necessary for these monumental undertakings.
They developed methods for measuring land, predicting celestial events, managing
resources, and constructing complex structures. These activities demanded more than
just intuition; they required systematic approaches – algorithms – to ensure accuracy
and efficiency. The very act of counting, which we take for granted, involved the
creation of number systems and procedures for performing arithmetic operations.

This book is not just a history of mathematics; it is a history of thinking. It's about how
different cultures, separated by vast distances and time periods, approached problem-
solving in creative and insightful ways. We will delve into the numerical systems they
devised, the geometric principles they discovered, and the computational techniques
they perfected. We will see how their mathematical innovations were intertwined with
their religious beliefs, their philosophical inquiries, and their practical needs.

One might wonder why we should study ancient algorithms. In a world dominated by
powerful computers and readily available calculators, what relevance do these ancient
methods hold? The answer is multifaceted. Firstly, understanding these algorithms
provides a deeper appreciation for the ingenuity of our ancestors. It reveals the
intellectual foundations upon which modern mathematics and technology are built.
Secondly, it offers a unique perspective on problem-solving, showing us that there are
often multiple ways to approach a challenge. Seeing how different cultures tackled the
same mathematical problems can inspire new ways of thinking even today.

Furthermore, studying these ancient algorithms demonstrates the universality of
mathematical thought. Despite cultural differences and geographical separation,
fundamental mathematical principles and algorithmic approaches emerged
independently in various parts of the world. This underscores the inherent human

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

capacity for logical reasoning and the power of mathematics as a universal language.
The stories and examples included in this book will illuminate how the seeds of
algorithms were planted thousands of years ago and will help us better appreciate the
fruits of knowledge that we now have available to us.

Finally, by understanding the history of how mathematical knowledge was created,
passed down, and sometimes lost and rediscovered, we gain a better understanding of
the ongoing process of scientific and technological advancement. This book aims to
illuminate that journey, showcasing the remarkable mathematical achievements of
ancient civilizations and their enduring impact on our world. It is a celebration of the
human intellect and the enduring quest to understand the universe through the
language of mathematics.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Dawn of Numbers: Numerical
Systems in Egypt and Mesopotamia
The story of mathematics, and indeed of algorithms, begins with the fundamental
concept of number. Before complex calculations could be performed, before geometric
shapes could be analyzed, and before astronomical cycles could be predicted, humans
needed a way to represent and manipulate quantities. The ancient civilizations of
Egypt and Mesopotamia, cradled in the fertile lands of the Nile River Valley and the
Tigris-Euphrates River system, respectively, were among the first to develop
sophisticated numerical systems, laying the groundwork for the mathematical
advancements that would follow. These systems weren't just abstract concepts; they
were practical tools born from the necessities of a developing society: managing
resources, constructing buildings, and organizing trade.

The Egyptian numerical system, dating back to around 3000 BCE, was a base-10
system, much like our own. This means it was based on powers of ten, likely stemming
from the natural tendency to count on ten fingers. However, unlike our modern
positional system, where the position of a digit determines its value (e.g., the '1' in
100 represents one hundred because of its position), the Egyptian system was
primarily additive. They used distinct hieroglyphic symbols for each power of ten. A
single vertical stroke represented one. A heel bone symbol represented ten. A coiled
rope represented 100. A lotus flower represented 1,000. A pointing finger represented
10,000. A tadpole or frog represented 100,000, and a god with raised arms (often
associated with Heh, the god of infinity) represented one million.

To represent a number, the Egyptians would simply repeat the appropriate symbol the
required number of times. For instance, the number 235 would be written using two
coiled rope symbols (200), three heel bone symbols (30), and five vertical strokes (5).
There was no concept of a placeholder like our zero, which meant that larger numbers
could become quite cumbersome to write. The order in which the symbols were
written was somewhat flexible, although larger values generally preceded smaller
ones. Reading the numbers was a straightforward process of adding the values of the
individual symbols.

This additive system, while functional, presented limitations when it came to
performing arithmetic operations. Multiplication and division, in particular, were
complex procedures. The Egyptians primarily relied on a method of doubling and
adding. To multiply, for example, they would repeatedly double one of the numbers
and then add the appropriate multiples to reach the desired result.
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Consider the problem of multiplying 12 by 13. The Egyptians would start by doubling
12:

1 x 12 = 12 2 x 12 = 24 4 x 12 = 48 8 x 12 = 96

Since 13 can be represented as 8 + 4 + 1, they would then add the corresponding
multiples of 12: 96 + 48 + 12 = 156. This method, while seemingly laborious, was
effective and reflected a deep understanding of the underlying principles of
multiplication.

Division followed a similar principle, essentially working as the inverse of
multiplication. It involved finding how many times one number (the divisor) needed to
be added to itself to reach another number (the dividend). Fractions were also handled
in a unique way. The Egyptians primarily used unit fractions, which are fractions with a
numerator of 1 (e.g., 1/2, 1/3, 1/4). They had a special symbol for 2/3, but other non-
unit fractions were represented as sums of unit fractions. For example, 3/4 would be
written as 1/2 + 1/4. This system for representing fractions, while seemingly complex,
allowed them to perform calculations involving fractions with a reasonable degree of
accuracy. The decomposition of non-unit fractions into sums of unit fractions was not
always unique, and finding the "best" or most convenient representation was a skill in
itself.

Across the Fertile Crescent, in Mesopotamia, a different numerical system emerged.
The Sumerians, and later the Babylonians, developed a sexagesimal system, meaning
it was based on the number 60. This might seem unusual to us today, accustomed as
we are to the decimal system, but the sexagesimal system had several advantages.
The number 60 is highly composite, meaning it has many divisors (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 10,
12, 15, 20, 30, and 60), which simplified many calculations involving fractions.

The origins of the sexagesimal system are debated, with some theories suggesting it
arose from a combination of earlier numerical systems or from astronomical
observations. Whatever its precise origins, the system became firmly established in
Mesopotamia and proved remarkably versatile. The Babylonians used a combination of
base-10 and base-60. They had symbols for 1 and 10, much like the Egyptians, but
they used these symbols in a positional way within each group of 60.

For numbers 1 through 59, they used a combination of a vertical wedge (representing
1) and a horizontal wedge (representing 10). For instance, the number 23 would be
represented by two horizontal wedges (20) followed by three vertical wedges (3).
Beyond 59, the system became positional, much like our decimal system, but with a
base of 60 instead of 10. This meant that the position of a symbol within a number
determined its value, multiplied by a power of 60.
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For example, a number written with two groups of symbols, the first representing 12
and the second representing 35, would not be interpreted as 1235. Instead, it would
be (12 x 60) + 35 = 755. To make it more concrete, let's say we have a vertical
wedge, followed by two horizontal wedges and two vertical wedges, and then, further
to the right, we find three horizontal wedges followed by five vertical wedges. The first
group would be 1 + (2 x 10) + 2 = 23. The second group is (3 x 10) + 5 = 35. The
entire number would be 23 x 60 + 35 = 1415.

One crucial element missing from the early Babylonian system was a symbol for zero.
This absence could lead to ambiguity, as the same symbols could represent different
values depending on their implied position. For instance, two vertical wedges could
represent 2, 120 (2 x 60), or even 7200 (2 x 60 x 60), depending on the context. It was
like having a number system without a zero, where 1 1 could mean 11, 101, or 110.

Later in Babylonian history, a placeholder symbol, resembling two slanted wedges,
was introduced to indicate an empty place value, mitigating some of this ambiguity.
This wasn't a true zero in the sense of a number representing nothing, but it served a
similar function as a placeholder, much like the zero in our number system. It marked
the absence of a particular power of 60.

The Babylonian sexagesimal system was particularly well-suited for astronomical
calculations, which often involved dividing circles and time into segments. Our modern
system of dividing a circle into 360 degrees (6 x 60) and dividing hours and minutes
into 60 parts each is a direct legacy of the Babylonian system. The influence extended
to geometry and other areas of mathematics.

The development of these numerical systems in Egypt and Mesopotamia was a crucial
first step in the history of algorithms. While the Egyptians primarily used an additive
system with a cumbersome method for multiplication and division, their understanding
of unit fractions demonstrated a sophisticated approach to representing parts of a
whole. The Babylonians, with their sexagesimal positional system, created a more
flexible and powerful system, particularly well-suited for astronomical calculations and
facilitating the development of more advanced mathematical procedures. These
systems were not merely abstract inventions; they were practical tools that enabled
these civilizations to manage their resources, construct their monumental
architecture, and develop a deeper understanding of the world around them. These
were fundamental tools, essential for any society, and the algorithms developed to
solve them were, effectively, the earliest forms of computer programs.
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