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Abacus in ancient times 
•  2700–2300 BC Sumerian abacus: sexagesimal 

system 

•  Babylonians used abacus-like devices for simple 
addition and subtraction 

•  Herodotus mentioned that abacus was used by 
ancient Egyptians.  They manipulated pebbles by 
sliding them from right to left 

•  Persians started using abacus around 600 BC 



Abacus in ancient times 
•  Archaeologists believe that 

Greeks have been using 
abacus-like devices since 
500BC.   

•  Romans were already using 
abacus around 100BC. 
They used pebbles (calculi) 
and groves to represent 
their calculations 



Chinese Abacus 

•  Chinese abacus (Suanpan) dates 
back to 2000BC. It allows for 
decimal as well as hexadecimal 
computations, as well as 
determining square and cube 
roots. This abacus did not account 
for a concept of zero as a 
placeholder 



Japanese Abacus 

•  Soroban: It was imported from China around 1600 
•  The modern version of soroban (1/4 abacus), suited for decimal 

calculations appeared in the 1930s 
•  Manipulating soroban is used in Japanese primary schools to 

aid mental calculations and understanding of place values 



Inca Quipu 
•  Quipu of recording and 

storing information using 
knots and colors. Number 
were represented as 
sequences of knot clusters in 
base 10. 

•  Digits in positions for 10 and 
higher powers were 
represented by clusters of 
simple knots  

•  Zero was represented by the 
absence of a knot in the 
appropriate position. 



Russian Abacus 
•  Russian abacus was mostly 

used in shops for simple 
calculations of change (see 
the 4-bead wire in the middle) 

•  Russian abacus c1916 had 
extra 4-bead wire to represent 
quarters of a cent! 

•  Russian abacus was brought 
to France around 1820 by the 
mathematician Jean Ponclet 
who had been a prisoner of 
war in Russia 



Resources 

•  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Abacus_6.png 
All info about abacus and links to extra resources all in one 
convenient place 
•  http://www.ee.ryerson.ca/~elf/abacus/ 
Resources and instructions as well 
•  http://www.tux.org/~bagleyd/abacus.html 
Abacus demonstration interactive applets  


