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L I T E R A C Y  R E S O U R C E

Weel-kent fur:

•	 Inventing logarithms

•	 Bringing the decimal point into common 
use

•	 Inventing a portable calculating tool – 
‘Napier’s bones’.

Napier wis a gey important fillo in the sivventeenth century. 
Most folk agree that he wis the first Scot tae mak a significant contribution tae 
scientific learning.

He wis respected by mathematicians an scientists aal owre, an particularly Galileo, 
Johannes Kepler an Isaac Newton.

Napier invented logarithms in 1614. This new wey o calculatin let folk solve long, 
seeknan arithmetical problems faer kweeker and easier. Hid wis especially useful in 
navigation an astronomy.

Schools an workplaces aal used adaptations o Napier’s logarithmic tables right up 
tae the 1970s, by which time more or less ivry buddy haed a pocket calculator o their 
own.



1.

John Napier (1555-1617)

Studied in Europe

John Napier wis born intae a wealthy and privileged family at Merchiston, Edinburgh. He gaed for a 
peedie while tae St. Andrews University. Aboot 1564, he left tae study in Europe, on the advice o his 
uncle, the Bishop o Orkney.

As weel as bean passionately interested in mathematics, Napier wis also interested in religious texts. 
This meant he haed tae study Greek, which wisna widely taught in Europe at the time. There wis 
Greek scholars in Basel or Geneva, so he might o studied there, but we don’t really ken.

Fame at home and awey

By the time he cam back tae Scotland in 1571, Napier wis an ootstandan mathematician. He wis 
proficient in Latin an Greek as weel.

He merried, and gaed tae bide at the family estate at Gartness, Stirlingshire. There, he lived like a 
hermit, spendan much o his time readan mathematics. The folk there thowt this gey droll, an thowt he 
wis a wizard. 

Totally agin the Catholic Kirk, Napier published a critique caad ‘A plaine discovery o the whole 
Revelation o St John’. This aroused a lot o interest, and meed him weel-kent at home and furth o 
Scotland. 

Napier’s first wife, Elizabeth, died in 1579. A few year eftir, he merried Agnes Chisholm an they gaed 
on tae hiv a skrie o bairns. 

 

Logarithms and ither devices

Arithmetical calulations could be long and dour in the 16th century, makkan it a very unpopular 
activity. Napier set his mind tae simplify them. 

In 1614 he published a work called ‘Mirifici logarithmorum canonis descriptio’, whaur he outlined the 
principles o logarithms, which he neemed ‘artificial numbers’. The work wis immediately appreciated 
and applauded by his yamal mathematicians and ithers.

Apairt fae logarithms, Napier invented a puckle o portable devices tae use as calculators. The best 
kent o these consists o a set o rods kent as ‘Napier’s Bones’.

Napier is also credited wae bringan the decimal point intae common useage. It had been used in 
mathematics afore his time, but no very much. 
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Did you know?

John Napier’s neem haes been gien tae the Neper lunar crater, which haes a diameter o 85 miles.

Napier’s faither wis a teenage parent. He wis only aboot sixteen year owld when John wis born.

Weapons o war

Agin the threat o invasion by the Spanish Armada, Napier designed a puckle weapons o war. Among 
them wis a burnan mirror that could destroy enemy ships. 

A few years afore his death, Napier flit back tae Merchiston Castle in Edinburgh, whaur he wis kent as 
‘Marvellous Merchiston’. He died in 1617.

Taken from the National Library of Scotland’s Science Hall of Fame
http://digital.nls.uk/scientists/biographies/index.html
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