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Mesa Community College Professors' Study Of
Japanese Calculation Tablets Reveal Mathematical
Mystery

(Image courtesy of Princeton University Press/Asahi Shinbun)
The tablet, hung in Fukushima prefecture in 1885, measures 5.6 by 2.4 feet and includes a problem involving a folding fan, a
popular item in the 19th century. This wooden sangaku — literally “calculation tablet” — is from one of approximately 900.
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Hoping to provide historical links to the study of mathematics, two Mesa Community College professors
recently published an article on wooden Japanese calculation tablets that represent a mathematical mystery.

Known in Japanese as "sangaku," the tablets were created during the Edo period when Japan isolated itself
from the world.

According to David Schultz, professor of mathematics and computer science at Mesa Community College,
despite being closed off to branches of math like calculus, created by western mathematicians in the 17th
century, the tablets from the Edo period "had calculus-type problems on them, but they never had any
solutions. They did have the answers written down and the answers were not the easiest in the world.”   

Schultz and his colleague, Enrico Serpone, co-authored a recent article about the tablets, entitled "Sangaku
Optimization Problems." He said the tablets present an interesting question since many of them do not show
how answers to math problems were derived. 

“How did they come up with these solutions to these problems that are typically solved with calculus?” 

Schultz said the tablets were left at Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples as offerings which is how we know
about them. He was inspired by the work of Fukagawa Hidetoshi, the world's foremost author on the topic of
sangaku, often referred to as temple geometry.

Like Arizona Science Desk on Facebook

Arizona Science Desk
on Tuesday

The invasive, destructive fruit fly lays its eggs inside ripening fruit,
causing millions of dollars in damage each year.

Arizona Science Desk
1,347 likes

Like Page Donate

https://www.nctm.org/Publications/Mathematics-Teacher/2018/Vol111/Issue5/Sangaku-Optimization-Problems_-An-Algebraic-Approach/
https://secure.kjzz.org/alleg/WebModule/Donate.aspx?P=ZSUSTANBOX&PAGETYPE=PLG&CHECK=zG7rksPMV58tjNqfRNYwgr1YhDw50SikSh2nq0qouhg%3D
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstyhwQBvViLUG7hpcGPbQ3haPcDDjufJmUeRB17QNw-XynBJrqyQwTl4bPZAQfFtGrBXZNJoEcqZnGPLX4spZVruRGiXjm1qRwYtYEk4VouOVN18VzUOIaAPWZCh8VYsJ7kghAu55e6D1Hd58IqqJrux3m4oBK01c4tQGGTPORZR7BeRX7A25NPb8gNDbTZ5niALGWcodaVw7uRYhPz2Lkv3ZGFWNq_emyP5_dn8kMpX4l6rdwRNA&sig=Cg0ArKJSzC2iy16F4KXF&adurl=http://jazz.kjzz.org/
https://www.facebook.com/arizonasciencedesk/?ref=nf&hc_ref=ARTQTlZL3tXuXxxqv756nWTB8hYK_iNxF6XFCwRgT7k3hksIk2phUN9xGI9_lRLZ3Z4
https://www.facebook.com/arizonasciencedesk/posts/2087907188159905
https://www.facebook.com/arizonasciencedesk/posts/2087907188159905
https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fscience.kjzz.org%2Fcontent%2F636225%2Fresearchers-turn-gene-drive-fight-destructive-invasive-fruit-fly&h=ATNrJiclg5CDRdCzVSl4bXzKfhJ4RxXba0-xJMgLSjIbbA1IyLiJKnNbiIFfbPTwJk97jo8Qn-ZoLPgwvloOEWTYeJKB99nw75IZT9AtImF6781u5VlTRiNS-e1q-57V
https://www.facebook.com/arizonasciencedesk/
https://www.facebook.com/arizonasciencedesk/
https://www.facebook.com/arizonasciencedesk/


4/25/2018 Study Of Japanese Tablets Reveal Mathematical Mystery | Arizona Science and Innovation Desk

https://science.kjzz.org/content/636213/mesa-community-college-professors-study-japanese-calculation-tablets-reveal 3/4

KJZZ's The Show

Thursday at 9 a.m.

The latest on educators, schools and action at
the Arizona Capitol.

KJZZ on Twitter

https://theshow.kjzz.org/
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsuej7294De19vVKAZeEQ1DO6FG4X7jPEunvHhT0ZfvCBBLcYBkS9ZikqniV1gsPLYLoguzkN7aDY5D9zIxAdrcTNGKbU47OKa8TIPio_f34UepIw-IinJUh96ylRwstUV6LwNa39ymzbUZfZRwjcWlHX-kSgxrth4t2RsoZkCNe3Vf9sje6JaE8i6a2Np9UA42mPaljdp-VprQXqsGL-WuVI8fhZVfP4arHQHrKtYluQGqHr0itsUTToifBlzFQAac2xQ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzF29phzcaWbH&adurl=http://kjzz.org/mobile-options&nm=2
http://soundbiteaz.com/
http://spot127.org/
https://secure.kjzz.org/alleg/WebModule/Donate.aspx?P=EXPLOREAZ&PAGETYPE=PLG&CHECK=Zqg7RCW6HePhHuG29z61AK1gzMC6uhq5nDjkJobrCdg%3D


4/25/2018 Study Of Japanese Tablets Reveal Mathematical Mystery | Arizona Science and Innovation Desk

https://science.kjzz.org/content/636213/mesa-community-college-professors-study-japanese-calculation-tablets-reveal 4/4

Embed View on Twitter

newsroom
A Twitter list by @kjzzphoenix

Reporters, editors and hosts from the KJZZ
newsroom.

7h

 Bridget Dowd Retweeted

#CronkiteConvocation tickets are available today 
from 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. in the third-floor foyer of 
the Cronkite School. You must bring your ASU ID or 
complete and share the proxy form with your proxy 
for tickets. Info: cronkite.asu.edu/convocation-in…

 

Make sure to watch @cronkitenews tonight at 5 (or 

Cronkite School
@Cronkite_ASU

Matt Kling
@mattklingmedia

Please read our Contributor Confidentiality Policy, KJZZ Ethics and Practices guidelines and FCC Public Inspection Files. KJZZ supports Equal
Employment Opportunities and works against discrimination in employment. For more information, please see KJZZ's Employment and EEO
Information page.

   
For questions or comments about this website, please contact the KJZZ webmaster. For general comments or questions see the Contact KJZZ page
for a listing of contacts by topic. Please note: Station policy mandates that listeners who win on-air giveaways on this station are not eligible to win
again for 30 days.
Email regarding NPR's coverage, ethics, and funding can be sent to the NPR Ombudsman, who maintains an informative web page. For comments or
concerns regarding NPR programs, listeners with a general inquiry, visit NPR's contact form.

KJZZ is a service of Rio Salado College, and Maricopa Community Colleges.  
Copyright © 2018 KJZZ/Rio Salado College/MCCCD

https://publish.twitter.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ftwitter.com%2Fkjzzphoenix%2Flists%2Fnewsroom
https://twitter.com/kjzzphoenix/newsroom
https://twitter.com/kjzzphoenix
https://support.twitter.com/articles/20175256
https://twitter.com/Cronkite_ASU/status/989142419521392643
https://twitter.com/hashtag/CronkiteConvocation?src=hash
https://t.co/NSEEqnS9Ze
https://twitter.com/intent/like?tweet_id=989142419521392643
https://twitter.com/cronkitenews
https://twitter.com/Cronkite_ASU
https://twitter.com/Cronkite_ASU
https://twitter.com/Cronkite_ASU/status/989142419521392643/photo/1
https://twitter.com/mattklingmedia
https://twitter.com/mattklingmedia
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsuqNdTOaJS8ru7oebfhxpma_CCgOwA9MdFKgN0B0AzxLl3JnVs7_bR4YgKeUDKVuyuslyUPBYTSU1LjY3_FroZl4y-hk0OgUnCxM96I1G85JWs82ttDnq_tGJOmwFAN97Shrn9onL6EKlwpF_kb0LqUP-0QPTxKqZh5IasgfR3rauNBS4OmvbRH8_KFZ_N4ecJx4nz7OYQQ6EnYWFGLEN5Hz-MbitOi-aEU0QvIaXuVTS7eohzzaMFAuI8FqWoUQ1ZiBg&sig=Cg0ArKJSzNh12Tt8qFLX&adurl=http://kjzz.org/vehicle-donations
https://kjzz.org/content/1106/contributor-confidentiality-policy
https://kjzz.org/content/1106/kjzz-ethics-and-practices
https://publicfiles.fcc.gov/fm-profile/kjzz
https://kjzz.org/KJZZemployment
https://kjzz.org/KJZZemployment
https://tunein.com/radio/KJZZ-915-s33408/
https://twitter.com/kjzzphoenix
https://www.facebook.com/kjzzphoenix
https://www.instagram.com/kjzzphoenix
https://kjzz.org/contact
https://kjzz.org/contact
http://help.npr.org/customer/portal/emails/new?i=8
http://www.npr.org/sections/ombudsman/
http://help.npr.org/customer/portal/emails/new
http://www.riosalado.edu/
http://www.maricopa.edu/

