
Archimedes of Syracuse 

 

 

Born: 290 BC         Nationality: Greek 

Died: 212 BC 

Archimedes was born in Syracuse, Sicily 

and was the most-famous mathematician 

and inventor in ancient Greece. He played 

an important role in the defense of 

Syracuse against the siege laid by the 

Romans in 213 BC by constructing war 

machines so effective that they long 

delayed the capture of the city. 

Weapons 

Claw of Archimedes- invented to protect the 

sea-bordering wall of the ancient city of 

Syracuse against enemy ships. The military 

machine, with a hanging hook could 

physically lift the ship, topple and sink it. 

 

Archimedes’ Death Ray- involved a series of 

mirrors that collectively reflected the 

sunlight onto the Roman ships. As a result, 

the increase in temperature leads to the 

burning of the ships from afar. (myth?) 

 

Invention 

Archimedes' Screw- used to lift water to 

higher levels. 

 

http://www.britannica.com/place/Syracuse-Italy
http://www.britannica.com/place/Sicily
http://www.britannica.com/place/Greece
http://physics.weber.edu/carroll/archimedes/claw.htm


Mathematics 

Volume 

 Archimedes discovered the volume of a 

sphere is  
2

3
  the volume of the surrounding 

cylinder. 

 

Pi  

Archimedes found pi to 99.9% accuracy 

2000 years ago. Archimedes observed that 

polygons (straight sided shape) drawn 

inside and outside a circle would have 

perimeters somewhat close to the 

circumference of the circle. 

 

By increasing the number of sides of the 

polygon you get a perimeter closer and 

closer to the circumference of the circle.  

The Beast number  

Archimedes had become fed up of people 

saying you couldn’t calculate the number of 

grains of sand on a beach. In response to 

this nonsense he invented new, enormous 

numbers. Then he calculated not just how 

many grains of sand there were on the 

beach, but how many there were in the 

universe. 

 

 

Death 

In 212 BC the Romans took the city. The 

great mathematician was unaware that his 

enemy had stormed the city, so deeply were 

his attentions focused on a mathematical 

problem. When a soldier demanded 

Archimedes accompany him he simply 

refused. The enraged soldier flew upon 

Archimedes, striking the 75 year-old 

eccentric dead. Archimedes' tombstone 

was, as he had wished, engraved with an 

image of a sphere within a cylinder, after 

one of his geometrical discoveries. 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Polygon

