Here is a snippet from an article originally published in the American Math Monthly by R. Creighton Buck:

Sherlock Holmes in Babylon: and other tales of mathematical history

 By Marlow Anderson, Victor J. Katz, Robin J. Wilson
http://books.google.com/books?id=BKRE5AjRM3AC&printsec=frontcover
[image: image1.png]i the intellectual challenge of reconstructing pieces
of a culture from random fragments of the past. (Sec
(). 151)

‘This experience left its mark upon me. While I do
ot regard myself as a historian in any sensc, | have
always remained a “friend of the history of math-
ematics” and it s in this role that I come o you
today. Let me begin with a sample of the raw mate-
rials. Figure 1 is a copy of a cunciform tablet mea-
suring perhaps 3 inches by 5. The markings can be
made by pressing the end of a cut reed info wet clay.
Dating such a tablet s seldom casy. The appearance
of this tablet suggests that it may have been made
in Akkad in the city of Nippur in the year — 1700,
about 3700 years ago.

‘Confronted with an artifact from an ancient cul-
ture, one asks several questions:

(i) What i this and what are its properties?

() What was its original purpose?

(i) What does this tell me about the culture that
produced it?
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Figure 1.
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Your job, given your reading of section 1.3: Attempt to answer those questions!

