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John Napier
(1550-1617)

John Napier is unique in that he is believed to be the only mathematician in history to have
made a significant discovery without recourse to the works of others. Napier’s invention of
logarithms was of inestimable value to actuaries, astronomers, engineers, navigators, and
others needing a fast and accurate means of calculating large numbers. Napier is also credited
with popularizing the use of the decimal point.

John Napier was born in 1550 in his ancestral home, Merchiston Castle, near Edinburgh,
Scotland. Napier was the son of Sir Archibald Napier and his first wife, Janet Bothwell, the
daughter of a burgess. As befitted his station as the eighth laird of Merchiston, John Napier
was educated abroad and traveled extensively. There is no record of where or what he studied,
but he seems to have been most interested in theology.

Religious matters were uppermost in the minds of many during the political and theological
upheaval that followed the initiation of the Reformation in 1517. Like his native Scotland,
Napier was a staunch Calvinist. His virulent hatred of the Roman Catholic Church led him to
write Scotland’s first Bible commentar, Plaine Discouery of the Whole Reuelation of Saint
John published in 1593. This work suggested that the Antichrist of the Book of Revelation
was none other than the reigning pope, and urged James VI, the Scottish King, to “purge his
house, family and court of all Papists, Atheists and NewtrAl&taine Discoueryvas a

great success; German, Dutch, and French editions appeared soon thereafter. Napier was
gratified by the reception accorded his commentary; to the end of his days, he considered
the book his most significant achievement.

Having thus discharged his duty to God, Napier indulged his interest in mathematics. He
commenced his study with one specific objective:

“Seeing there is nothing (right well-beloved Students of Mathematics) that is so
troublesome to mathematical practice, nor doth more molest and hinder calculators,
than the multiplications, divisions, square and cubical extractions of great numbers,
which besides the tedious expense of time are for the most part subject to many
slippery errors, | began therefore to consider in my mind by what certain and
ready art | might remove those hindrances” (Najescriptio.

Napier settled almost immediately on the means of attaining his goal; there were apparently
no false starts. All that remained was the monumental task of compiling data. In 1614, after
nearly twenty years of laborious calculations, Napier publisheMlinifici Logarithmorum
Canonis Descriptioln this work, Napier introduced his invention of logarithms. The
logarithmic tables appearing in tBescriptioreduced every problem of multiplication or
division, no matter how complex, to a relatively simple exercise in addition or subtraction.
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Napier's discoery of logarthms was eceved with ged enthusiasmand no vender!This
was a lhor-saving device as signitant in its dg as the computer in ostrAstronomes,
whose calcultons involved enomous mmbes, were especiall eayer to adopt Npier’s
method As the gea mahemadician Piere Laplace would laer remak, logarthms,

“by shotening the laors, doulded the lie of the asttnomer’

The English mdnemadician Heny Briggs was astonishedytthe elgant simplicity and
wide-rangng gpplications of Naier’'s work. Soon after puiration of theDesciptio, Briggs
met with Napier. After expressing his admation for Ngpier’s invention,Briggs sugested
tha the tdles be evised and ampliéd to incease their usefulness. plar was delighted ¥
Brigg's inteest in Igarthms and diered his full coopaation and encoagement as Bggs
commenced the duous task ofeworking the tales.

Napier gplied his bamacterstic spiit of innovation and pacticality to the margement of
his estée; his ¢evemess vas \ery neaty his undoing On one occasioii, is said Napier was
angy with an adjacent lan@eer whose pigons vere often bund to be ailing themseles
of Napier’s gain. Ngier sent a mesga to his neighbomwaming tha Napier intended to &
all pigeons hedund in his ields from tha day on. His neighbgiknowing very well tha Napier
could never cdch a pigeon,agreed The net moming, the avner of the bids was astonished
to see Npier scooping the uesisting pigons into a s&c Napier had &d the pigons bandied
peas; thg were simpy too indoriated to fy, but the stoy circulated tha the bids had been
bewitched This, coupled with similar incidents and piar’s fanaical belief in dvination and
astology, led maty to suspect him of aligance to the dal. Only A Plaine Discouey, his
still-popular d@adk on the Churh of Rome saved him fom being hangd as a arock.

Napier maried twice and fthered twelve dildren. He died aMerchiston Castle oApril 4,
1617,at the ae of sixty-seen.
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