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The publication of the full—lenght colour picture album, the Appreciation
of the Exquisite Articles of Chinese Abacuses, sponsored by China Bead—
Calculation Association and compiled by the Calculating Instrument Research
Committee, has a great significance that can not be underestimated. The
development of calculating instruments, liks the development of any other
things, has witnessed great changes. It concerns various fields and is hard to
get a universally accepted version. The publication of this collection of

exquisite abacus pictures, may, to some degree, though not a comprehensive
summary of the developement of calcu]atmg instruments, mdxcate the brief




quintessence of Chinese culture, some people think kindly of it, saying that it is
the valuable culture heritage of the Chinese nation with distinctive national
features and should be enhanced. But there are also some people who belittle
the importance of the abacus. They have never admitted the significance of
abacus and even advocate that China’s accountants bid farewell to abacuses
(People’s Daily, Overseas Edition, September 20,1994).

Facing such an endless debate on calculating instruments, what should the
special research agency of calculating instruments do? It seems that neither
a brief nor a detailed answer will do. Only the following two means have enough
persuas:on' one is to seek textual rma:ch from the hwtoneal cultural artifacts,




to make visits to the local museums of calculating instruments, the local
historical data museums as well as to collectors in order to take pictures
of some material objects and have them regularized. The pictures
include the calculating insiruments of the Stone Age and those of
the West Zhou Dynasty, the time range is nc less than 10.000 years and
forms a system of the calculating instruments. This dose not mean that the
cldest is the best. It in fact links the ancient calculating instruments with the
modern ones objectively existing in civilized history of the human race.

The abacuses, either the ancient or the modern ones, have gone through all
the vicissitudes of life and can not have the same pattern. By the organic e




Preface

practice or recognized precedent and it is unnecessary to give it another name.
The selection of photographs of the Appreciation of the Exquisite Articles of

Chinese Abacuses is beyond comparison in the history of the calculating instruments
as the data collected and cotained are the oldest, most believable and the most in

variety. Its publication is to provide convenience for the collection and research
of the history of the abacuses both at home and abroad, as well as to offer
evidence for the promotion and development of the Chinese national culture. Of
course, there will be some addition to it.As time goes by,and with the addition
of the historical relics and the improvement of the research level, the Appreciation
. of Exquisite Articles of Chmese Abacuses will become richer and more varied
‘.,day by day. g : S iR
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Bvolution of Chinese
Abacuses (Abstract)

Li peiye
Profesor of Mathematics History, Northwest University
Vice President of Chinese Abacus History Research Association

From the time immemoria, the primitive people had encountered the problem
of counting. The earliest instruments for counting stones once were, slender tree
branches and so on. The methods of counting by tying knots and carving once
used by many nations are no longer the primitive counting form .

The earliest Chinese counting beads which had been discovered are the ?
pottery beads made in the Western Zhou Dynasty more than 3000 years ago.
According to the historical materials at hand, the book that records the earliest
calculation with an abacus named Arithmetic Chronicle written by Xu Yue in
the Eastern Han Dynasty, more than 2000 years ago . It says that an abacus has
one upper bead and the four lower beads distinguished by differeent colours. The
upper bead stands for five, while each lower bead stands for one. It can
be taken as an embryonic form of modern abacus.

Abacuses in modern shape existed in Song Dynasty, which can be proved by
some material evidence. For instance Julu (big deer) counting beads, picture
of counting beads in the painting of Scenes of the Social Lives at the
Banks of Bian River on Pure Br pecially War 7]
painting of the Picture of the
s a street vendor with




