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“We live in a world of numbers.” So begins The
Triumph of Numbers, the posthumously published
book of the eminent historian of science, |. Bernard
Cohen. The numbers he refers to are wages, taxes,
consumer prices, financial records, economic
reports, demographic data, sports statistics, and
the like. When did this numerical deluge begin?
Too long ago for us to know! Even before the for-
mation of the first civilizations, several Neolithic
communities scattered about the Mediterranean
left behind stones and ostraca bearing numerical
archives of trade, personal services, interest rates,
and gambling debts. As civilizations emerged,
societies and governments increasingly relied on
numbers to manage the ever greater complexi-
ties of daily life. Archeologists have unearthed
thousands of Sumerian tablets bearing records
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of commercial transactions that took place more
than 5,000 years ago. It is not surprising that
numbers are found so frequently in prehistoric
artifacts: these numerical symbols predate writ-
ing precisely because they played a crucial part in
the development of writing. As the historian Will
Durant once remarked, “The berated bourgeoisie
may take consolation in the thought that literature
originated in bills of lading.”

Cohen begins his study of numbers with the
Narmer Macehead, which dates from the thirty-first[]
century B.C.E. and is now housed in Oxford’s Ash-
molean Museum. It has much to excite different
sorts of historians. The writing it bears is among
the earliest yet found. The king it depicts is one of
the earliest named historical persons, the pharaoh
Narmer. The event it commemorates is thought to
have taken place shortly after the unification of
Upper and Lower Egypt and the establishment of
the first Egyptian dynasty. All very important to
some, but to a historian like Cohen the relic con-
tains another lesson that should not be overlooked:
the census figures that are carved in relief on the
macehead—120,000 (adult men), 400,000 (cattle),
and 1,422,000 (small animals)—show that the an-
cient Egyptians were able to write very large num-
bers. Such capabilities were essential for the con-
struction of the Great Pyramid at Giza, which was
erected according to a meticulous design requiring
some 2,300,000 stone blocks. After discussing the
Great Pyramid in thorough numerical detail, Cohen
concludes his first chapter by outlining those as-
pects of the world of numbers that are the focus
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