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1 Rahn’s Teutsche Algebra (1659)
In 1654, the English mathematician John Pell (1611–1685) arrived in Zürich on a diplo-
matic mission, and came in touch with Johann Rahn (1622–1676). Rahn became Pell’s
disciple and Rahn thus developed his mathematical activities.

Pell returned to England in June 1658 and in 1659 Rahn published his Teutsche
Algebra [15]. It is in this book that Rahn used for the first time the symbol ÷ for
division.

Rahn’s book contained a 12-page table giving the smallest factors of all odd numbers
not divisible by 5 up to 23999 (figure 1) [15, pp. 37–48]. This table had been computed
for Rahn by Balthasar Keller [11, p. 200]. One page covered an interval of 2000 integers,
with 20 columns of one hundred.

2 The English translation with Brancker’s table (1668)
Pell received a copy of Rahn’s book in 1660. Two independent translations in English
were then started, and Thomas Brancker (1633–1676)1 completed his translation in 1665.
The translation was then expanded by many additions by Pell [11, p. 306]. Pell in
particular encouraged Brancker “to undertake the continuation of the table” [11, p. 200]
and Brancker extended the table of factors from 24000 to 100000. The book was published
in 1668 [16].2

Brancker’s table gives the smallest factor of all odd numbers not divisible by 5 from
1 to 100000. Each of the 50 pages corresponds to an interval of 2000.

The differences between Rahn and Brancker’s table are minimal, and concern primar-
ily the positioning of the numbers in the columns. In Rahn’s table, the squares of prime
numbers were written in a larger type. Brancker chose instead to underline or overline
these values, depending on the position of the value with respect to the dividing lines.
The solution adopted by Brancker is sometimes confusing, but more visible than Rahn’s
larger type.

Some errors in the table were found by Wallis [2, p. 491]. A recent errata is given by
Peters et al. [14].

3 Adaptations of Brancker’s table

3.1 Chinese tables of factors (1723)

The Chinese Shuli Jingyun encyclopaedia [20] published in 1723 contains a table of factors
from 1 to 100000, which is possibly based on Brancker’s table. The layout is however
different and the Shuli Jingyun does not give the smallest factor, but a decomposition of
each composite number in two factors.

1A short biographical note on Brancker can be found in the correspondence of John Wallis [2, p. 618].
2More details on the translation and the correspondence between Pell and Brancker can be found in

Scriba’s article [21].
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3.2 Maseres’ table (1795)

Brancker’s table was faithfully reproduced by Maseres in 1795 (figure 2) [13]. Maseres
gave an errata to the table, and it seems therefore that he copied Brancker’s table without
correcting it.

3.3 Italian tables (1796)

The fourth Italian edition of Marie’s Lezioni elementari di matematiche published in
1796 [12] contained a table which may well have been taken and adapted from Maseres’s
book. It is however also possible that this table already appeared in earlier editions, but
the source of the table is still very likely to be Brancker’s table, either directly, or through
Maseres’ table [13].

This “Italian table” was reprinted in later editions of Marie’s book, as well as in
Inghirami’s Elementi di matematiche published in 1832 [8]. Inghirami’s book had a
second edition in 1841 [9] and the table was eventually published alone in 1919, under
Inghirami’s name, although he was not the author of the table.

3.4 Hinkley’s table (1853)

In 1853, Hinkley also faithfully reproduced Brancker’s table, but only from 20000 to
100000, with a slightly different formatting, and with an additional line giving the count
of the primes in each hundred [7]. We have not reproduced this variant of Brancker’s
table in our reconstruction of Hinkley’s table.
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Figure 1: Excerpt of Rahn’s table (1659) [15].
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Figure 2: Excerpt of Brancker’s table reproduced by Maseres (1795) [13].
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