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architects or surveyors. From a reed of
unknown length, a piece is broken off and
the shortened reed is used to measure the
]ength of the rectangle. Then the original
reed is reconstituted and used to measure
the front. If the area is known, what is the
length of the initial reed (sag gi)? The pro-
blem leads to a quadratic system of equa-
tions. The coefficients of the equations are
expressed in terms of the ‘false area’ a-Sa-
lul, the ‘false length’, and the ‘false front’,
which are obtained by using the false value
1 for the unknown length of the reed.
Sumer 7 n7 (p.39) is a qimilar text, but does
dpbkates o any ‘false’ values. Cf. also the
trapezoid problems VAT 7532, 7 535 (% 5.4
e). The initial phrase in Str. 368, gi elgéma
mindassu nu-zu ‘I took a reed, but I do not
know its measure’, is echoed in Sumer 7
p. 146 e: §, ganam elge mi-id-da'-s[4 ...].

In many cases, exercises which superfi-
cially look like problems concerned with
rectangles are purely algebraic problems
involving linear or quadratic equations
(§ 5.7). The reason is that, after a certain
time of evolution, terms like us, sag, ib-sig,
and a-Sa came to be used as convenient
names for two unknowns and their product,
corresponding, in a sense, to the modern
symbols x, 3, x2, and xy. Examples: Sumer 7
n8 (p.41) (Harmal), and Sumer 9 p. 249. The
latter tablet is a theme text with geometric-
algebraic problems for rectangles, with the
ratio between the sides always equal to 2/3.
—~In LB mathematical texts, rectangles are
the object of metro-mathematical exercises,
namely in W 23291-x and W 23291 (see
above), passim. In the Seleucid algebraic text
BM 34568 (MKT 3), the terms u$, sag-ki,
and bar-nun have, functionally, the mean-
ing x, ¥, and y/(x>+y3).

§ 5.4c. Triangles. In OB geometry, the
‘angle’ of a vertex of a triangle is an
unknown concept. Only two kinds of tri-
angles are considered, namely “right tri-
angles” and “symmetric triangles”. A right
triangle is a half rectangle, a symmetric tri-
angle is a double right triangle and has two
equal sides. The word used for both kinds of
‘triangle’ is sag-da = santakku, ‘wedge’(?).
A triangle has a ‘forehead, front’, sag, and a
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‘length’, u$. The length is never shorter
than the front. It is often not clear
whether the length is one of the sides of the
triangle, or the Aeight. The formula used for
the area of a triangle, 4 = 1xuxs u = us,

s = sag, is correct only if the length is
equal to the height, in particular in the case
of right triangles. It is probable that in prac-
tical applications only nearly right triangles
were considered.

In OB lists of constants (§ 5.2 a), the fol-
lowing numbers are associated with trian-
gles: 730’ (TIM 7 11236) o’ (MCT text Ud;
Sumer 6'p 134 26 15 qnd 52 20 (Sumer 7
P17 @ 78 soor 1 (Ori2g 276
30 (MDP 54 n3): The value 30 is dexwed
from the area formula 4 = o;30x u xs. The
values 2615 and ‘5230 (= 1/3/4 and 1/3/2)
are the area and the height of an equilateral
triangle of side 1. It is possible that ‘(0;0)7
30’ is the area of one of the eight right sub-
triangles defined by the diagonals and dia-
meters in a square of side 1. The value ‘1’ is
unexplained (just like the value 1 for the
‘diagonal’).

CBS 29.15.709 (unpubl. as of 1990; courtesy A.
Sjsberg) is a small square tablet with a drawing of a
symmetric triangle with front 54, length (= height?)
5730, and area 2§ §2 30.-Sumer 9 p.243 contains an
exercise with a simple problem for a triangle (sa-ta-
ku), solved by the method of false value (§5.7d).-
MDP 34 n1 is a square tablet with a drawing of a
symmetric triangle inscribed in a circle. The height
and the radii to the vertices are drawn, and their mea-
sures are indicated. The inscribed triangle is a double
10X (3, 4, §) triangle. A subtriangle with a radius as
its hypotenuse is a 1 15 X (7,24, 25) triangle (cf. § 4])

MCT text E shows a drawing of a S\«mmc‘l‘.lm tri-
angle, divided into a central symmetric and two
flanking nearly right triangles. The ratio of the base
to the side in the given triangle is 220:1 40 = 1;24:1
~ 1/2:1, so that the triangle is actually a half square.
The area is therefore approximately equal to
'Ex(x 40)* =

12320. This simple equation is not

used; the text computes instead an approximate value
for the area, dividing (impossibly) the given triangle
into two right 20% (3, 4, §) triangles and one central,
very narrow triangle. The sum of the areas of the
sub-triangles gives the (bad) approximation 133 20.
Each of the two right triangles is called sag-ki-gu,
siliptum, which may mean ‘diagonal ox-face’(?). The
factor 20 is called maksaru ‘bundling number’(?)
(§5.32).

The badly damaged fragment AO 10642 (Kis;
MKT 1) mentions a sag-da ib-sig and 20-ta-am. A
possible interpretation is that the terms refer to an
‘equilateral triangle’ with all sides equal to 20. The




