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Abstract:

The traditional Japanese mathematics (wasan) flourished during the Edo period (1603-1867) when Japan was almost completely isolated from the western world. The unique custom of hanging votive mathematical tablets (sangaku) in shrines and temples helped popularize wasan. These sangaku tablets can be regarded as a form of publication among mathematicians, amateur and professional alike. During the Edo period, mathematicians recorded interesting mathematical problems from tablets hung in shrines and temples along their travels. It is not uncommon to find the same problem appearing on different tablets from different prefectures.

The study of wasan fell out of fashion toward the end of the Edo period, in favor of the occidental mathematics. Nowadays, although sangaku is well-known to wasan historians and there exists a vast literature on the subject written in Japanese, it is still relatively unknown to the west. Most sangaku tablets contain only the problems and their answers whereas solutions are not given in general. This is partially due to the secretive practice of the various schools (ryu) of mathematics at the time. It is therefore unclear as to what mathematical knowledge the wasan mathematicians had at their disposal.

In this talk, we discuss the tradition of sangaku by studying two recently discovered tablets.

