
Numerical Notation

Th is book is a cross-cultural reference volume of all attested numerical notation 
systems (graphic, nonphonetic systems for representing numbers), encompassing 
more than 100 such systems used over the past 5,500 years. Using a typology that 
defi es progressive, unilinear evolutionary models of change, Stephen Chrisomalis 
identifi es fi ve basic types of numerical notation systems, using a cultural phylo-
genetic framework to show relationships between systems and to create a general 
theory of change in numerical systems. Numerical notation systems are prima-
rily representational systems, not computational technologies. Cognitive factors 
that help explain how numerical systems change relate to general principles, such 
as conciseness and avoidance of ambiguity, which also apply to writing systems. 
Th e transformation and replacement of numerical notation systems relate to spe-
cifi c social, economic, and technological changes, such as the development of the 
printing press and the expansion of the global world-system.

Stephen Chrisomalis is an assistant professor of anthropology at Wayne State Uni-
versity in Detroit, Michigan. He completed his Ph.D. at McGill University in 
Montreal, Quebec, where he studied under the late Bruce Trigger. Chrisomalis’s 
work has appeared in journals including Antiquity, Cambridge Archaeological Jour-
nal, and Cross-Cultural Research. He is the editor of the Stop: Toutes Directions 
project and the author of the academic weblog Glossographia.
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Notes on Style

Th roughout the book I have used the conventions “bc” and “ad” to refer to chron-
ological periods. Where no era indicator is associated, ad dates are assumed; I do 
so only when the interpretation of a date is obvious.
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