
history of the slide rule

The history of the slide rule is a fascinating journey through the evolution of mathematics, engineering,

and technology. The slide rule, an analog computing device, has played a crucial role in various

scientific and engineering fields for centuries. This article explores its origins, development, and

eventual decline in the face of digital computing.

Origins of the Slide Rule

The slide rule’s origins can be traced back to the early 17th century, rooted in the foundational

concepts of logarithms. The invention of logarithms by John Napier in 1614 revolutionized the way

calculations were performed. Napier’s work was further advanced by Henry Briggs, who developed the

concept of common logarithms. These logarithmic principles formed the basis for calculating

multiplication and division through addition and subtraction, respectively.

Early Mechanical Devices

Before the slide rule became a common computational tool, several mechanical devices paved the

way for its development:

1. The Gunter’s Scale: In 1620, English mathematician Edmund Gunter introduced a linear scale

marked with logarithmic values. This scale allowed users to perform calculations by aligning the

scales, laying the groundwork for future slide rules.

2. The Sector: The mathematical sector, invented by the Italian mathematician and engineer Giovanni

Battista Benedetti in the late 16th century, was another precursor. It consisted of two arms that could

rotate, allowing for proportional calculations and demonstrating early principles of scaling.



The Development of the Slide Rule

The actual slide rule as we know it began to take form in the 17th century. The first true slide rule was

created by William Oughtred in 1622. Oughtred’s design introduced a sliding central strip between two

logarithmic scales, allowing for more efficient calculations than previous devices. This innovation

marked a significant advancement in computational tools.

Types of Slide Rules

Over the years, various types of slide rules emerged, each designed to cater to specific needs in

mathematics and engineering:

- Plain Slide Rule: This basic type features two logarithmic scales, allowing users to perform

multiplication and division.

- Specialized Slide Rules: These include models designed for specific fields, such as:

- Log-log Slide Rule: Used for exponential calculations, popular among scientists and engineers.

- Trigonometric Slide Rule: Equipped with scales for trigonometric functions, beneficial for surveyors

and navigators.

- Calculating Slide Rules: Designed with additional scales for quick calculations in fields such as

finance and construction.

Popularity and Use

By the 19th century, the slide rule had gained significant popularity, particularly among engineers and

scientists. Its portability and efficiency made it the go-to tool for calculations before the advent of

electronic calculators. The slide rule became a staple in educational institutions, with students learning



how to use it as part of their mathematics curriculum.

- Key Features of Slide Rules:

- Portability: Compact and lightweight, easily carried in a pocket or bag.

- Durability: Made from robust materials, often wood or plastic, ensuring long-term use.

- No Power Source Required: Unlike electronic devices, slide rules functioned without batteries or

electricity.

The Decline of the Slide Rule

The decline of the slide rule began in the mid-20th century, coinciding with the rapid development of

electronic calculators. The introduction of the first electronic calculator in the 1960s provided a new

level of convenience and speed for performing mathematical calculations, which ultimately rendered

the slide rule obsolete.

Factors Contributing to the Decline

Several factors contributed to the slide rule’s decline:

1. Advancements in Technology: The development of transistors and microprocessors led to the

creation of compact electronic calculators, which could perform complex calculations with ease.

2. Increased Accuracy: Electronic calculators offered a higher degree of precision and reduced the

potential for human error during calculations.

3. Ease of Use: The intuitive interface of electronic calculators made them accessible to a broader

audience, including those without advanced mathematical training.



The Legacy of the Slide Rule

Despite its decline, the slide rule remains an iconic symbol of mathematical ingenuity. Its legacy is

evident in various fields, and its influence can still be observed today.

Educational Value

The slide rule serves as an important educational tool, illustrating fundamental mathematical concepts

such as logarithms, scale, and proportions. Many educators still appreciate its value in teaching

students about the principles of calculation and estimation.

Collectibility and Nostalgia

For collectors and enthusiasts, vintage slide rules have become sought-after items. These devices

represent a bygone era of engineering and science and are often displayed in museums or private

collections. The craftsmanship of early slide rules, particularly those made from wood and featuring

intricate designs, adds to their appeal.

Modern Applications

While the slide rule is mostly a relic of the past in practical applications, it has found niche uses in

certain areas:

- Art and Design: Artists and designers sometimes employ slide rules to create aesthetically pleasing

proportions and layouts.

- Education: Some educators advocate for the use of slide rules in classrooms to reinforce

mathematical concepts, particularly in engineering and physics courses.



Conclusion

The history of the slide rule is a testament to human ingenuity and the evolution of computational

tools. From its humble beginnings as a logarithmic scale to its widespread use in engineering and

science, the slide rule has played a pivotal role in shaping modern mathematics. Although it has been

largely replaced by electronic calculators, its legacy endures in educational settings, collectible

markets, and as a symbol of a time when calculation required precision and skill. The slide rule not

only reflects the technological advancements of its time but also serves as a reminder of the

foundational principles that continue to underpin mathematics today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the slide rule?

The slide rule originated in the 17th century, developed from the logarithmic scale discovered by John

Napier and later improved by mathematicians such as William Oughtred, who created the first modern

slide rule in 1622.

How did the slide rule impact engineering and science?

The slide rule was essential in engineering and science for over three centuries, allowing for quick

calculations of multiplication, division, and functions such as exponentiation and roots, crucial for fields

like physics and engineering.

What are the main components of a slide rule?

A slide rule typically consists of a fixed scale (the body) and a sliding scale (the slider), along with

various additional scales for trigonometric, logarithmic, and exponential calculations.



When did electronic calculators start to replace slide rules?

Electronic calculators began to emerge in the 1960s, with significant advancements in technology

leading to their widespread use by the 1970s, ultimately rendering slide rules largely obsolete in

professional settings.

Are slide rules still used today, and if so, in what contexts?

While slide rules are not commonly used in professional fields today, they are still appreciated by

enthusiasts, educators, and in some specialized fields for teaching mathematical concepts and as a

nostalgic tool.

What are some notable types of slide rules?

Notable types of slide rules include the duplex slide rule with scales on both sides, the circular slide

rule which offers portability, and the cylindrical slide rule which is used for specific calculations like

logarithms.

Who were some key figures in the development of the slide rule?

Key figures in the development of the slide rule include John Napier, who invented logarithms, William

Oughtred, who created the first slide rule, and later innovators like A. M. R. G. H. Schoenflies who

contributed to its design and use.
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