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ould remain uninhabited only for that length of time, and could be
ereafter. The anecdote shows that the Mesopotamian public in
as at least aware of the rule of position as applied to base 60.

Babylonian system, therefore, the value of a sign varied according
tion in a numerical expression. The figure for 1 could for instance

it in first position from the right,
ixty in the second position,
ity sixties or 60%in third position,

o
5 <R
s «TF
K
2 <7

39 or Iii

L

« i
P
55 éw
* Abbreviations used in the 59 é W

later period

—
&

[uy
=9

BRAAAHHAHT Q3

A

20

30

40

2N

50

Representations of the fifty-nine significant units of the learned Mesopotamian
m

ance, to write the number 75 (one sixty and fifteen units) you put
irst position and a “1” in second position, thus:

THE POSITIONAL SEXAGESIMAL SYSTEM

T <W (=1x60+15=75)
[1;

15] F1G. 13.42.

And to write 1,000 (16 sixties and 40 units) you put a “40” in first
position and a “16” in second position, thus:

m Pes
4 2 (=16 x 60 + 40 = 1,000)
[16 ; 40]

F1c. 13.43.
Conversely, an expression such as
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[48 ; 20 12] FI1G. 13.44.

expresses the number:
48 x 60% + 20 x 60 + 12 = 48 x 3,600 + 20 x 60 + 12 = 174,012
in exactly the same way as we would express “174,012 seconds” as:
48 h 20m 12s
Similarly, an expression such as
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[1; 50 + 7 ; 30+6 ; 10 + 5}or[l; 57; 36; 15]
Frc. 13.45.

symbolises, in the minds of the Babylonian scholars, the number:
1% 603 +57 x 60% + 36 x 60 + 15 (= 423,375)

The next examples come from one of the most ancient Babylonian
mathematical tablets known (British Museum, BM 13901, dating from
the period of the first kings of the Babylonian Dynasty), a collection of
problems relating the solution of the equation of the second degree:
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[17 B 46 s 40] ;
(= 17 x 602 + 46 x 60 + 40) (=1x60% + 57 x 602 + 46 x 60 + 40)
——————————————————— > T L TP
64,000 424,000
F16. 13.46. F1c. 13.47.

The difference between Sumerian numbers and the Babylonian “learned”
system was simply this: the Sumerians relied on addition, the Babylonians
on the rule of position. This can easily be seen by comparing the Sumerian
and Babylonian expressions for the two numbers 1,859 and 4,818:





