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What is Cuneiform? [1]

Ʒ Means ñwedge-shapedò 

Ʒ Not a language, but a style of 
writing

Ʒ Used in Old Persian, Sumerian, 
and Akkadian (same as 
Babylonian).

Ʒ About 500,000 tabletsð400 of 
them are math

Ʒ Used from 2000BCE to 75 CE

Ʒ Rediscovered in 1602



The Behistun Rock [4]

ƷAn inscription 200 feet high on a mountain in 
Persia

ƷAlso has a relief sculpture

ƷCommissioned by Darius the Great

ƷThree languages: Old Persian, Akkadian, and 
Elamite



The Behistun Rock [2]



Georg Grotefend [4][5]

ƷGerman high-school teacher

ƷLiked solving word puzzles

ƷFound the key to Old Persian, based on Silvestre 
de Sacyôs work on Middle Persian

ƷFound it at age 27

ƷDid not finish deciphering Old Persian



Henry Rawlinson [3][4]

Ʒ Born in Britain in 1810

Ʒ Moved to India with military at 
age 17

Ʒ Obsessed with languages and 
archaeology

Ʒ Spoke English, Persian, and Hindi

Ʒ Trained and led Persian troops for 
Britain

Ʒ Almost single-handedly 
deciphered the Behistun Rock at 
age 27



Rawlinson and the Behistun Rock

Ʒ Rawlinson climbed it multiple times without assistance, 
ladders, or ropes

Ʒ Independently came to the same conclusion as Grotefend

Ʒ Thought it would contain the formula: X, great king, king 
of kings, son of Y, great king, king of kings, son of Z

Ʒ Did his work without the current European research and 
mailed it to London on January 1, 1838

Ʒ Freaked out the Royal Society in London and the Societe 
Asiatique in Paris in early 1838

Ʒ After some correspondence, he was able to translate entire 
paragraphs of Old Persian cuneiform



Mathematical Notation [6]

ƷUsed the hexagesimal system (base 60)

ƷHad no separator like a decimal point

ƷNo initial zeros

ƷNo final zeros

ƷNo internal zero



ñRelative Valueò[6]

All of these numbers might be written in the 
same way:

16 00 19

16 19

00;16 19

16;19

16 19 00 00 00 00



Terminology [6]

ƷAkkadians did not use many abstract terms

ƷTranslation is very difficult

ƷSome use ñconform translationsò



Multiplication [6]

ƷRelative values became somewhat practical in 
multiplication

Ʒ30 could be treated like ;30 (or ½)

14 00
x 30

7 00 (00)

15 48

x   20

5 16 (00)


