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PRIMITIVE NUMBER SYSTEMS 

 

Primitive societies have little need for large numbers. Even today, the 

languages of some cultures contain no words for numbers beyond “one,” 

“two,” and maybe an indefinite word suggesting “many.” 

 

The first method for counting was tally marks by carving notches in wood, 

bone, and stone. 
 

    
 

       
 

  
 

Tally marks are still used today. 

 

Tally sticks and groups of pebbles were an important advance in counting. 

By these methods, the idea of number began to develop. Early people 

began to see that a group of three chickens and a group of three dogs 

had something in common: the idea of three. 

 

Gradually, people began to think of numbers separately from the things 

that they represented. Words and symbols were developed for various 

numbers. 

 

At first there were only additive systems. For example: 

 

(=One) (=Five) (=Twenty) 

 

EGYPTIAN NUMBER SYSTEM 

 

The number system of ancient Egypt was decimal in nature but did not 
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make use of place value; it is an additive system. As a result of this, they 

didn't have a symbol for zero. 

 

The symbols they used were: 
 

1 vertical stroke 
 

10 heel bone 
 

100 coiled rope 
 

1000 lotus flower 
 

10000 bent finger 
 

100000 burbot fish 
 

1000000 kneeling figure 
 

 

The number one thousand, three hundred and forty two (1,342) would look 

like: 

   

 
 

In many cases, hieroglyphs were stacked rather than written in a single 

straight line.   

 

ROMAN NUMBER SYSTEM 

 

Roman numerals were used by the Ancient Romans as their numbering 

system. We still use them sometimes today. You see them after king's names 

(King Henry IV), in outlines, in ancient monuments and other places. Roman 

numerals are base 10 or decimal, like the numbers we use today. Although 

it is an additive it has some exceptions and it is not entirely positional 

however. There is no number zero.  

Almudena Casares Fernández 

 



 

Roman numerals use letters instead of numbers. There are seven letters you 

need to know:  

 

I = 1     V = 5     X = 10     L = 50     C = 100     D = 500     M = 1000 

 

You put the letters together to make numbers. Here there are a few simple 

examples:  

 

o III = 3 (1+1+1) 

o XVI = 16 (10+5+1) 

 

These were simple, but there are a few rules and a few tricky things to know 

when using Roman numerals: 

 

1. You add letters, or numbers, if they come after a bigger number. We 

demonstrated this in the example above.  

 

2. You can't put more than three letters together in a row.  

 

3. You cannot write V, L or D  twice together because there is a letter with that 

value.  

 

4. You can subtract a number by putting a letter of lower value before one of 

higher value.  

 

This is how we make the numbers four, nine, and ninety: 

  

o IV = 5 - 1 =4 

o IX = 10 - 1 = 9 

o XC = 100 - 10 = 90 

 

There are a few restrictions on when you can do this:  

 

o You can only subtract one number. You can't get a 3 by writing 

IIV. 

o You can only do this with I, X, and C. Not with V, L, or D. 

o You can only subtract when a number is ten times greater or less. 

 

5. You can put a bar over a number to multiply it by a thousand and make a 

really big number. 

V=5000  
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