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Earliest known non-lithic tool

As the holiday celebrations get underway,
ponder a moment on the small implement bent
on prizing an echo of the feast from between
your teeth. Henry Petroski was so intrigued
by the toothpick that he has written more
than 400 pages about its technological and
cultural evolution, heavily spiced with historical
anecdote (The Toothpick, Knopf, 2007).
Chapter titles give the flavour — see
'The tragic heiress'; ‘Talking round a toothpick’;
'The fatal martini’; ‘The butler did it'.
The toothpick's history stretches back
some two million years, as indicated by scored
hominid fossil teeth. The Tibetans integrated
toothpicks into their jewellery. And in case
you ever need to know, New England's Charles

clear, comprehensive coverage of the subject.
It offers some new and surprising information,
such as the recent discovery of the oldest extant
text Suan Shu Shu (or ‘Book of Numbers and
Computation’). This dates to around 200 Bc
and has led to a rethinking of the origins of
Chinese mathematics.

Beggren’s Islamic mathematics rigorously
surveys the sources. It contains an interest-
ing excerpt from al-Kuhi, discussing why and
how one should learn mathematics and how to
‘prove’ results. Both Dauben and Beggren’s con-
tributions call into question views expressed by
some historians on the role of proofs in non-
Western mathematics, particularly in Chinese
mathematics.

A Mesopotamian accounts table in cuneiform script from 2400 Bc.

164

Forster invented the first automatic toothpick-
making machine in 1869.

Toothpicks over the ages were usually made
of metal or wood; goose or porcupine quills
were convenient too. Pliny the Younger advised
against vulture feathers because "they cause
abad smell”, and recommended instead the
needle-like bones of a hare.

Toothpicking has been victim to both social
censure and prescribed etiquette. Pictured
here is a Japanese lady from the Meiji era,
grasping a toothpick with her fingers held in
the accepted pattern.

Happily, the modern toothbrush has barely
dented the popularity enjoyed by the toothpick
over millennia.

This brings us to Indian mathematics.
Plofker includes Mahavira’s (from about
850 AD) paean to the art of calculation in Gani-
tasarasangraha (‘Compendium of the Essence
of Mathematics’). The period covered is as vast
as that of Chinese mathematics, from Vedic
Sulbasutras (800-600 BC) to Kerala mathemat-
ics (1350-1600 AD), and Plofker uses excerpts
from earlier translations as well as from a
forthcoming translation of the Kerala text of
Kriyakramakari (‘Operational Techniques’)
of Sankara Variyar. The problem with fitting
such a broad sweep into a single chapter is
that excerpts and commentaries have to be
tailored, or left out. This is particularly true of
Kerala mathematics, where the seminal text
in Malayalam, the Yuktibhasa (‘An Exposi-
tion of the Rationale’), is not referred to,
even though an English translation is

now available.

Robson’s chapter on Mesopo-
tamian mathematics contains
her own translation of some

60 tablets and an exhaustive
discussion of this historical

and social context. Example
is piled upon example of
Babylonian mathematics,
some no different from
those before. Robson’s
contribution highlights
the issue of what this book
is for: is it a conventional
source book of transla-
tions, or a taster for the
curious?
This dichotomy becomes
more evident in Imhausen’s
chapter on Egypt. Imhausen
points to the limited availabil-
ity of sources and lack of sig-
nificant discoveries over the past
70 years. She makes use of literary and
administrative documents
that, apart from their math-
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ematical import, provide a useful backdrop to
the social and economic concerns of the day.
I'searched in vain for one of the iconic calcu-
lations in Egyptian mathematics (problem 79
in the Rhind papyrus), which is a table listing
numbers of houses, cats, mice, wheat and so
on, in increasing powers of seven and showing
how the sum of this geometrical series can be
obtained. Indeed, there are only a few examples
of calculation (without an explicit algorithmic
basis) and visualization (only two diagrams out
of about 15 in the original papyri).

There are a few misprints and verbal infelici-
ties. Maps to accompany each chapter would
have been helpful, as would a more compre-
hensive introduction and an expanded index.
All the same, this book is an essential resource
for anyone wishing to know more about how
the mathematics of the different regions influ-
enced and shaped the development of world
mathematics. ]
George Gheverghese Joseph is an honorary
reader in the Department of Education,
University of Manchester, Manchester M13 9PL,
UK. He is author of The Crest of the Peacock:
Non-European Roots of Mathematics (third
edition forthcoming).

New science-art award

Entries are now being accepted for the new Niche
Prize, awarded by the Royal Institution of Great
Britain and Nature. The most original, arresting
image or installation conveying a scientific idea

in an inspiring, beautiful and artistic way will win
the honour of being on prominent display for a
year when the Royal Institution reopens next
spring following a £20 million (US$41 million)
refurbishment. Judges include Susan Greenfield,
director of the Royal Institution, Philip Campbell,
editor-in-chief of Nature and Lady Ritblat.
Prizewinners will be part of a key moment in the
Royal Institution’s 208-year history of celebrating
science. The closing date for entries is 22
February 2008. For guidelines and an entry form,
see www.rigb.org. To discuss this competition
and other science and arts collaborations,

see http://network.nature.com/forum/sciart.

COLLECTION OF H. PETROSKI



	Earliest known non-lithic tool


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 450
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 450
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck true
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXOutputCondition (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF004e005000470020005000520049004e005400200050004400460020004a006f00620020004f007000740069006f006e0073002e002000320032006e0064002000530065007000740065006d00620065007200200032003000300034002e002000500044004600200031002e003300200043006f006d007000610074006900620069006c006900740079002e>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [665.858 854.929]
>> setpagedevice




