
René Descartes  

 

Born: 1596                     Nationality: French 

Died: 1650 

René Descartes was a philosopher and 

mathematician whose work, La géométrie, 

includes his application of algebra to 

geometry. His work had a great influence on 

both mathematicians and philosophers. 

Descartes is regarded as the father of 

modern philosophy for defining a starting 

point for existence, “I think; therefore I am.” 

“Cogito ergo sum” 

La Géométrie 

La Géométrie was published in 1637. The 

work was the first to propose the idea of 

uniting algebra and geometry into a single 

subject. 

 

"La Géométrie" introduced what has 

become known as the standard algebraic 

notation, using lowercase a, b and c for 

known quantities and x, y and z for 

unknown quantities. It was perhaps the first 

book to look like a modern mathematics 

textbook full of algebra. 

 

Mathematics 

Coordinate Geometry 

Cartesian- relating to Descartes 

The invention of Cartesian coordinates in 

the 17th century by René Descartes  

revolutionized mathematics by providing 

the first link between geometry and 

algebra. 

Axis: The reference line from which 

distances are measured.  The plural of Axis 

is Axes, and is pronounced ax-eez 
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Cartesian coordinates can be used to 

pinpoint where you are on a map or graph. 

 

Functions 

Cartesian coordinates allow you to plot 

functions like x2 + y2 = 4 (circle), and y = 
1

𝑥
 

(reciprocal) which has paved the way for a 

multitude of possible applications in the 

real world.  

 

 

 

 

Simultaneous equations 

A pair of simultaneous equations could now 

be solved either algebraically or graphically 

(at the intersection of two lines). 

Exponents (powers) 

Descartes "invented" (or at least 

popularized) the superscript notation for 

showing powers or exponents  

Example: 24 to show 2 x 2 x 2 x 2 = 16 

 

Quote 

“I took pleasure, above all, in mathematics, 

because of the certainty and the 

absoluteness of its reasons; but I had not 

yet discovered its true use… I was 

astonished that with such solid foundations 

nothing more eminent had ever been built 

upon them.” 

 


