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The single sheet of manuscript from the Benedictine monastery of Echternach,
catalogued as no. 770 in the Bibliotheque nationale de Luxembourg, is probably the
nearest thing we have to the abacus board devised by the famous mathematician
and educator of the late tenth century, Gerbert d’Aurillac (d. 1003). This article
describes the board in the light of what we know of Gerbert’s own instrument and
also introduces another smaller example of exactly the same board. Both examples
have hitherto been unnoticed by scholars.!
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1 The Gerbertian Abacus

From the late tenth century until at least the mid twelfth century the principal
method of studying practical arithmetic in the schools of Western Europe was that
of the abacus with marked counters. This was a a board or sheet of parchment
(‘abacus board’) on which parallel lines were drawn to provide columns for powers
of ten. Counters marked with each of the numerals were placed in the columns and
successively replaced in the course of an arithmetical calculation. Rules were written
to describe the sequences of procedures, especially for division and multiplication.

'T am very grateful to Luc Deitz, the curator of the manuscripts and rare books collection (Réserve
précieuse) of the Bibliothéque nationale de Luxembourg for introducing me to the manuscript-sheet,
and inviting me to give a talk at the library on its relation to the early history of the introduction
of Arabic numerals into Europe, on 19 October 2001, as well as for showing me a preliminary
study of his on the logical schemata contained on the sheet and correcting an early draft of this
paper. Throughout this article I am indebted to the research of Menso Folkerts, whose article,
‘Frithe Darstellungen des Gerbertschen Abakus’ (in Itinera mathematica: Studi in onore di Gino
Arrighi per il suo 90a compleanno, eds R. Franci, P. Pagli and L. Toti Rigatelli, Siena 1996, pp.
23-43) constitutes the starting point for the study of early depictions of the abacus, and who has
generously shared his knowledge and research materials with me. I have also benefited from the
advice of David Juste, Daibhi O Croinin, Alison Peden and Thomas Falmagne, and from the services
of Reiner Nolden of the Stadtarchiv of Trier. The contents of the manuscript sheet as a whole will
be the subject of a monograph written jointly by Luc Deitz, Thomas Flamagne and the present

author.



