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No luck for Sherlock: 
Eleanor Robson’s look at Plimpton 322

	In the stories written by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, detective Sherlock Holmes always has the answers, but in solving the puzzles of ancient mathematics, Holmes should take the back seat. According to Eleanor Robson, a historian of ancient Mesopotamia, historical documents can only be understood in their historical context, not some old-fashioned case of whodunit as many sources claim it to be. Most other historians view studying historical documents as solving a Sherlock Holmes mystery: where the individual need only pit his razor-sharp intellect against the clues provided by the story contained within the mathematical piece itself. Even individuals such as R. Creighton Buck go as far as to include references to Holmes in their attempts to solve mathematical cases, such as in his article “Sherlock Holmes in Babylon.” For Robson, solving a mathematical puzzle like Plimpton 322 doesn’t entail outsmarting “the well-meaning but incompetent professional history-police every time.” For each of the existing ideas about what Plimpton 322 represents, Robson makes crucial points as to why those ideas don’t work.
	Robson’s main argument against Plimpton 322 being a trigonometric table is that the Babylonians had no conceptual framework of measuring angles or trigonometry. Robson proves this by going to another ancient mathematical source; YBC 7302 is considered a contemporary of Plimpton 322. YBC 7302 contains a circle with the numbers 45, 9, and 3 on different pats of the tablet. Upon looking more closely at the tablet, we see that 3 lies directly on the circumference of the circle, while the 45 lies directly within the circle. The only number that has no physical connection to the rest of the picture is 9. Robson asks the reader to think hypothetically, assuming that 3 is the length of the circle’s circumference and that 45 is the area of the circle. Using the equation A = C2/4π, where C2 is 9 and π ≈ 3 (according to the Mesopotamian school approximation), we get A = 9/12, which translated into base 60 comes out to be 45/60, the same 45 written in the circle. The primary reason this stands out is that Babylonians used the equation A = C2/4π, which uses the circumference in its numerator, differing greatly from the common equation of A = πr2, which uses the radius of the circle. Because the concept of rotating the radius wasn’t involved in the Babylonian method of measuring a circle, then the conceptual framework for measured angle or trigonometry didn’t exist at the time. Therefore, Plimpton322 couldn’t have been a trigonometric table.
	Robson also goes on to reject the idea of Plimpton 322 representing an investigation of Pythagorean triples along algebraic lines as suggested by Otto Neugebauer.  Neugebauer argued that the table was generated so that: If p and q took on all whole values, then the expressions:

X= p2 - q2  [s], Y=2pq  [1], and Z=p2+q2  [d]

, will produce all reduced Pythagorean number triples, and each triple only once. Admittedly we know of no other ancient tables that focus on Pythagorean triples, yet we know that Pythagorean triples were a common subject of study in the mathematics problems of ancient Mesopotamia. While individuals such as J. Friberg have made this point before, it hasn't proved to be particularly helpful in deciding between the three interpretations of Plimpton 322. Also presented is the fact that Plimpton 322 follows the same formatting rules as all other tables from ancient kingdom of Larsa, which leads us to dismiss Neugebauer's theory of generating functions. Hypothetically, had the missing columns at the left of Plimpton 322 had listed p and q, they would not have been in descending numerical order and would thus have violated those formatting rules. Neugebauer’s theory has also has no satisfactory explanation as to the presence of Column I in the table. Given all the evidence presented, it’s safe to say that Robson’s lack of satisfaction with Neugebauer’s theory is sound.
	Robson’s main belief therefore, is that ancient texts such as Plimpton 322 and YBC 6967 need to be studied and analyzed not only from a mathematical perspective, but from a historical perspective as well. In reviewing other tablets recovered from around that time period, as well as reviewing other ancient artifacts, historians are able to create a general idea as to what mathematical subjects were being focused on when, forming a series of guidelines that help to define exactly what Plimpton 322 or YBC 6967 represent. While there may be some difficultly in acquiring a series of tablets from the exact same time period, it is better to have some sort of historical reference to refer back to than to simply define what the tablet may be solely by the numbers or symbols inscribed on it. 
	I believe than Robson’s assumptions about studying both the math and the history of Plimpton 322 are fair to make. While investigating the context of the tablet might seem very similar to the Holmes like tactics of other researchers, the two methods seek to do very different things. The Holmes method simply wishes to “crack the case”; to view the symbols carved into the tablet as a sort of riddle that, with enough time and effort, any “amateur detective-historian” can piece together the clues he has uncovered and make a feasible argument regarding what the tablet in question stands for. Using Robson’s method, the detective work is in the historical period of the time, reviewing similar tablets from similar time periods in the same civilization, and then applying that knowledge in solving the true meaning of the tablet. Robson’s method doesn’t seek to outsmart the tablet’s creator, simply to place it into a particular category based on its content and accuracy (most of the discovered tablets was work done by students). So while Robson’s interpretation seems to be the best method thus far, this is not to say that it is perfect by any means. There might be other ways of studying these ancient artifacts that might provide more accuracy information than Robson. One thing that historians can all agree on: Holmes or not Holmes, the case of Plimpton 322 is far from closed.
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