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What is numeracy?



Greek Anthology XIV 127

Demochares lived for a quarter of his 

whole life as a boy,

for a fifth part of it as a young man;

for a third as man, and when he reached 

grey old age

he lived thirteen years more on the 

threshold of eld.







What sources for numeracy?

Texts





Hero, Metrica I.8

There is a general method to find the area of any

triangle whatsoever, given the three sides and without

the height; for instance let the sides of the triangle be 7,

8, and 9 units. Add 7, 8 and 9; it makes 24. Of these

take the half; it makes 12. Subtract the 7 units; the

remainder is 5. Again subtract 8 from 12; the remainder

is 4. And further <subtract> 9; the remainder is 3.

Multiply 12 by 5; they make 60. These by 4; they make

240; these by 3; they make 720; take the root of these

and it will be the area of the triangle. …

The geometric proof of that is this: …

And the synthesis is like this: …



Lysias, Against Diogeiton 19-26

Gentlemen of the jury, I ask that due attention be 

given to this calculation … Diogeiton has had the 

face to … make out a sum of 7 talents of silver and 

7,000 drachmae as receipts and expenses on 

account of two boys and their sister during 8 years. 

… he showed 16 drachmae as the price of a lamb 

… he added a multitude of things which he counted 

in to make up his total, as though he had been 

named in the will as guardian of the children merely 

in order that he might show them figures instead of 

the money.



Seneca, Letters to Lucilius 88.10-3

A geometer teaches me how to measure my estate; but 

I should rather be taught to measure how much is 

enough for a man to own. He teaches me to do sums 

and put my fingers to the service of greed, but I should 

prefer him to teach me that those calculations have no 

importance ... You can measure curved things, you 

reduce any given shape to a square, you enunciate the 

distance of the stars, there is nothing which falls outside 

your measure: if you are so good at your art, measure a 

man’s soul, say how big or how small it is. You know 

what a straight line is; what good is that to you if you do 

not know what a straight life is? 



What sources for numeracy?

Archaeology



















What sources for numeracy?

Papyri (and ostraka and tablets)













What sources for numeracy?

Epigraphy







Questions about numeracy

How did they do it?









Questions about numeracy

Who were they?







Questions about numeracy

What did they do with it?





Case one: 

Cicero and the scribae





Cicero, Pro Roscio Comoedo 7

Why is it that we write down memoranda 

carelessly, but we make up account-books 

carefully? For what reason? Because the one is 

to last a month, the other for ever; these are 

immediately expunged, while those are 

religiously preserved; these embrace the 

recollection of a short time, those pledge the 

good faith and honesty of a man for ever.



Cicero, Against Verres II 1.57

The statues and works of art that P. Servilius, according 

to the law of war … removed from the enemy city, … he 

brought back to the Roman people, displayed in 

triumph, took care to write down in the public accounts 

of the treasury. Acknowledge from public documents 

the diligence of this eminent man. Read. RENDERED 

ACCOUNTS OF P. SERVILIUS. You see that not only 

the number of statues, but also their size, shape and 

posture is specified … I declare that Servilius had noted 

down and recorded the loot of the Roman people much 

more diligently than you have your own stolen goods.



Cicero, Ad familiares 128

It would be easier for me to reply in detail if my 

clerk was here. As to him, I am fully assured that 

so far as the rendering of accounts goes … he 

has not intentionally done anything contrary to 

your financial interest or reputation. … I put y clerk 

… entirely in your hands. … The accounts were 

made up in my absence with your cooperation. All 

I did was read them … At any rate what the law 

required was done … So on this point my first 

answer is that, although for good reasons I was in 

a hurry to present my accounts, I should have 

waited for you.







Case two: 

Athenian account inscriptions















31
24

16

3

11 9
2 0

4

34

62

39

13

30

20
13

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

460-
440
BC

440-
420

420-
400

400-
380

380-
360

360-
340

340-
320

320-
300

Tabular

Interspersed









Thank you!
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