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IT is related of an old Arab, that living in a town divided by 
a river, which settlement had grown from an obscure village 
into a flourishing community, with temples, schools, hospitals, 
baths, fountains, and all the accompaniments of an opulent 
state of society he had only one favourite ejaculation. And 
that was, " Blessed be the man that built the bridge, for all our 
" wealth and prosperity have been derived from that construc- 
" tion." Like the old Arab one might be tempted to exclaim, 
" Blessed be the man who invented numerals, for all our 
" progress in real civilization dates from their adoption."

It is almost impossible to imagine what really would take 
place, in the routine of the world's daily operations, if wo 
suddenly lost the magic symbols,
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A statesman could no more obtain his statistics for equitable 
taxation ; our scientific operations would be at a standstill; 
the merchant would be reduced to the petty trader ; the 
quotations of the stock exchange would cease to trouble us ; 
and the weary banker would be at rest.

Let us imagine for a moment an Addition sum in Roman 
numerals, thus: 

D
XIV 
COX 
XXXV 
XCl     M

XL VI
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/ It will be seen at once how huge a labour so trivial a thing 
must have occasioned ; and it seems to us simply marvellous 
how the great Boman empire could have attained its com 
paratively high state of civilization when every little operation 
must have necessitated a feat of mental arithmetic.

Uncharitable though it be, we are accustomed to look down 
upon the Mahommedan Arabs as a nuisance in Europe, to 
whom we owe nothing, and who are only to be ejected, 
" bag and baggage," from all contact with our superior civiliz 
ation ; nnd the less informed would hardly credit that when 
the torch of learning burned very feebly in all the rest of 
Europe, there was one corner in the Iberian peninsula, occu 
pied by the Arabs, where geography, history, philosophy, 
medicine, physics, mathematics, and especially its congeners 
geometry and arithmetic, were sedulously cultivated. Indeed 
the terms almanac, algebra, alcohol, azimuth, zenith, nadir, 
and chemistry, are all derived from their language, and are 
indelible landmarks of their mental activity.

There have been various opinions as to the effect of the 
so-called Crusades, or " holy wars," upon the Christian people. 
Some maintain that these intensified the religious zeal of the 
various populations, and that the benefits of self-sacrifice 
were brought to the surface by an heroic devotion to a cause 
not immediately for their own interests. Others, less senti 
mental, have agreed that tho Crusaders were a perfect nuisance 
to all the quiet and peaceful portion of the then constituted 
social order in society ; that they were, with a few truly noble 
exceptions, a lot of " ne'er-do-weels" and vagabonds, who 
would have enlisted in any cause that brought license and 
adventure in its train, and that their friends had more to fear 
and to lose from their depredations than from those of 
their avowed enemies. Suffice it to say that this contact 
of the West with the East has left good and tangible results. 
Among the many importations from the Saracens, there
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can be no doubt that the use of the Arabic numerals is one 
of the most important of all; and the great advances in 
all our modern scientific attainments are not a little to be 
traced to this beautifully perfect decimal system of notation, 
whereby, with ten cyphers, endless arithmetical combinations 
can be perfected.

And now, as to the origin of these symbols. It is evident 
the Arabs did not invent, though they used, them. Modern 
researches in Egypt, and especially among the hieroglyphics, 
have satisfactorily demonstrated to us that in that cradle of all 
the arts and sciences, these figures were to be found. Professor 
Seyfforth, who some time ago made extensive searches and 
collected some valuable papyri, (preserved now in the museums 
of Florence and Turin,) shewed not only these figures in use 
among the priests of Egypt, but also found that this ancient 
race knew a good deal about decimals and fractions. And it may 
be inferred, that, as all learning was the exclusive property of a 
privileged caste, so with the extinction of that caste the know 
ledge was lost to the people. Whether the Aaronic priesthood 
of the Jews carried this invention with them from Egypt, and 
used it in common with the seventy elders for the sole purpose 
of enabling them to govern the people, may be a bold specu 
lation. It is known that all the traditions embraced in the 
Mishna and Gemara were for many centuries, nay, for thou 
sands of years, transmitted from generation to generation, 
orally, it being distinctly forbidden to commit them to writing; 
until the Sanhedrin, or the unbroken link of the seventy elders 
(whose legislative chain of authority, beginning in the wilder 
ness, imposed upon them by Moses, remaining intact after 
the destruction of the temporal power of the Jews), fearing 
the possible loss of these traditions altogether, at length com 
mitted certain portionn to writing.

No trace, however, is found in these Talmudic compilations 
that the decimal system was in use among the ordinary Jewish 
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people ; though the minutely correct astronomical calculations 
in the calendar framed by the Sanhedrin, leads one to imagine 
that they must have availed themselves of a numerical system 
much superior to that in common use. Again, there is an 
undercurrent of the decimal system pervading all the measures 
of the scriptural period. We find the omer is the tenth "of an 
ephah, the shekel the hundredth of a maneh, the tithe the due . 
of the priesthood ; hence the idea, that our present system of 
numerals might have been known to the leaders of the Jewish 
people, may not be so unpardonably extravagant.

A very ingenious theory, as to the origin of the shape of 
the figures in our present system, I found in an old manuscript 
volume, which was exhibited by me to the Historic Society of 
Lancashire and Cheshire. It is written partly in Hebrew and 
Latin, by one of my ancestors, who was exiled from Spain in 
the latter end of the 15th century, on account of nonconform 
ity to the religion of the State. It has the appearance of a 
literary gentleman's common-place book, the author evidently 
a physician, from the references to medicine absorbing the 
larger share of the folio. In a portion devoted to mathematics 
the writer observes: "The patriarchs did not use round 
" cyphers as we do to-day, but angular ones. These were all a 
" combination of a square [or rectangle] contained within a 
" circle, the figure containing four isosceles triangles, thus: 

DIAGRAM No. 1.
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The cyphers are formed from this as follows :  

The base of a triangle. 

/ Two acute angles. 

Three acute angles. 

A triangle with two extended bases.

V"~ Two acute angles, the same as the figure (two) 
 \ reversed.

A triangle with one extended base. 

An acute angle. 

Two triangles.

A triangle with one extended base.

The square.

It will be seen that all these cyphers are contained in 
Diagram No. 1, and, with very little variation, are similar to
our
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I have never seen this theory, as to the origin of the Arabic 

numerals, in any treatise on this subject, and was on the point 
of declaring the idea an original one; but upon bringing this
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subject before the Historic Society .of Lancashire and Cheshire, 
Mr. Gatty, of the Free Public Library, stated that, in a work 
on Runic Eemains, entitled the Ocra Linda Book, a similar 
origin is given. If this theory, however, is the correct one, 
it is far too little known, and the writer of the paper will be 
glad if the publication which the Transactions of this Society 
will gi\e to this subject, causes a discussion as to the actual 
origin of these really invaluable cyphers, which we know under 
the name of Arabic numerals.


