
Visual Models in Mathematics: The First Images
©

 O
RI

G
O

 E
du

ca
tio

n 
 O

B3
4

The Original Numerals
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Have you ever wondered about the numbers we use each day? What are they called? Where did they come from?
How old are they? Don’t be surprised if you can’t answer any of these questions — most people can’t.
This is the first of several ‘fact sheets’ that will help you understand a little more of the history of our numbers.
You may like to underline key words or sentences as you read.

An Uncertain Past

The system of numbers we use today was created over hundreds and hundreds of years. Many people

and cultures made contributions to its development, particularly the Hindu people of India and the

Arabs of the Middle-Eastern countries. This is why the system we use is called the Hindu-Arabic system.

The Hindu-Arabic numerals descended from a set of symbols that were used in India around 2300 years

ago. Some experts believe that the origins of our numbers may go as far back as 4500 years ago.

Around this time, a number of cultures flourished on the banks of the Indus River — an area that was

once part of India. This was about the same time that the Great Pyramid of Giza was built in Egypt.

Two fairly recent excavations, in areas known as Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro, have unearthed the

remains of well-planned cities that were home to highly-organised societies. These centres had large

canals for irrigation and drainage, and people in the city depended on agricultural communities

for their grain and livestock — much like major cities do today.

No examples of ancient numerals have yet been found, so it is not known for sure if our numbers

originated from the Indus Valley cultures. Much of what is known was learnt from valuable artefacts

that were retrieved from the soil. Here is some information about two significant finds.

A Measuring Stick

A piece of what could be the oldest measuring ruler in the world was dug up at Mohenjo-Daro. The

fragment is only 66 millimetres in length but it shows nine perfectly spaced parallel lines etched into its

surface. The accuracy of the spaces between these lines is outstanding. The greatest difference in the

length of the spaces is much less than one millimetre. The fragment also has two small holes. The

distance between these holes is 33.5 millimetres. This length has been named the Indus inch.

Weighing In

Several weights have been found at Harappa that range from very light to very heavy. One of the

weights has a mass of approximately 28 grams. The larger weights are exactly 2, 5, 10, 20, 50, 100, 200

and 500 times heavier. This means the biggest weight has a mass of 14 000 grams or 14 kilograms. The

lighter weights are exactly one-half, one-fifth and one-tenth the mass of the 28 gram weight.

What do you think? Do you believe the people of these cultures had highly-developed mathematical

ability? List the points from the fact sheet that support your claim.

Name: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ Date: ______________________________
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The Hindu-Arabic numerals that we use today evolved from a set of numerals known as Brahmi numerals.

These numerals were used in India from around 300 BC. Here are the first nine Brahmi numerals.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Which Brahmi numerals look like those we use today? _______________________________________________________________________

2. Which numerals do you think would be easy to remember? Why? ____________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

There were also Brahmi numerals for the multiples of 10 less than 100. These are shown below.

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

3. This is how 37 was written with Brahmi numerals — .

Write the value of these Brahmi numbers?

a)
  _________________

b)
  ___________________

c)
  ________________

d)
  ________________

4. Write how you think each of these numbers would have been written using Brahmi numerals.

a) 86_______________________ b) 12 _______________________ c) 94 ______________________ d) 60 ______________________

5. Was there a symbol for zero? _________________________  Do you think a symbol for zero was needed? Why?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The Brahmi numerals slowly changed over the next nine hundred or so years. How or why these

changes took place is uncertain, but around AD 600, the Brahmi numerals became known as Hindu

numerals — and they worked in a very different way. There were no longer individual symbols for

numbers greater than nine. Instead, the Hindu simply invented a symbol for zero. This was used as a

place holder and all numbers greater than nine could be shown using just ten symbols.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 0

6. Which Hindu numerals are similar to those we use today? _________________________________________________________________

7. The Hindu system of writing numbers was far superior to that of the Brahmi numerals. Write why

 you think this might be true. _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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