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THE VARIOUS FORMS OF SUMERIAN NUMBERS

In the archaic epochs, unity was represented by a small notch (sometimes
elongated), 10 by a circular indentation of small diameter, 600 (= 60 x 10)
by a combination of these two, 3,600 (= 60?) by a circular indentation
of large diameter, and 36,000 (= 3,600 x 10) by the smaller circular
indentation within the larger circular indentation (Fig. 8.2 and 8.6).

To start with, these symbols were impressed on the tablets in the
following orientation:
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Fic. 8.7.

However, starting in the twenty-seventh century BCE, these became
rotated anticlockwise through 90°. Thus the non-circular symbols thence-

forth no longer pointed from top to bottom but from left to right:
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FiG. 8.8.

After the development of the cuneiform script, these number-symbols
took on a completely new form, angular and with much sharper outlines.
* The number 1 was thereafter represented by a small vertical wedge
(instead of a small cylindrical notch);
* the number 10 was represented by a chevron (instead of the small
circular impression);
* the number 60 was represented by a larger vertical wedge (instead
of a wide notch);
* the number 600 by this larger vertical wedge combined with the
chevron of the number 10;
* the number 3,600 by a polygon formed by joining up four wedges
(instead of the larger circle);
* the number 36,000 by the polygon for 3,600, with the wedge for 10
in its centre;
and, finally, the number 216,000 (the cube of 60, for which a special symbol

was introduced into cuneiform script) was represented by combining the
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F1G. 8.9. The development of the shapes of numbers originating in Sumeria. The change from

the archaic to the cuneiform shapes resulted from the replacement of the “old stylus”, which was
eylindrical at one end, and pointed at the other, by the “flat” stylus shaped something like a modern
ruler. This new writing instrument conduced its users to break the curves into a series of wedges or
chevrons. See Deimel (1924, 1947) and Labat (1976 and in EPP).

Clay as Mesopotamian “paper” and how to write on it

In Mesopotamia, stone is rare; wood, leather and parchment are difficult to
preserve, and the soil consists of alluvial deposits. The inhabitants of this
region therefore took what came to hand for the purpose of expressing their
thoughts or for recording the spoken word, and what they had to hand was
clay. They had used this raw material since very early times for modelling
figurines, for sculpture, and for glyptics*, and later most ingeniously put it

* Close examination of archaeological finds leads one to believe that the usages of clay held no secrets for
the Mesopotamians, four thousand years BCE. This is an important consideration for the history of writing
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