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A Preliminary Study in the History of Magic Squares
before the Seventeenth Century

Takao HavasHi

A magic square is recorded in the Ta Tat Li Chi, compiled
by Tai the Elder in the first century before or after the Christian
era, in China. The book gives a sequence of the numbers 2, 9,
4,7,5,3,6, 1,8, which, when arranged in a square having three
rows of three cells each, proves to be a magic square of order
three (Fig. 1.1). This is the first instance of magic squares so
far known to us. There are later occasional references to the
same magic square, or its variations, in Chinese literature, but
it is not until the 13th century that magic squares of higher orders
appear in China. Ting I-Tung discusses in his Ta Yen So Yin
(ca. A.D. 1270) the relationship between numbers and I (divi-
nation), by using a number of diagrams made of numerical
figures and dots, among which occur magic squares of order
three and nine. Yang Hui records in his Hsii Ku Chai Ck’i Suan
Fa (written in A.D. 1274 but published in A.D. 1378) magic
squares of order three to ten.

The first example hitherto known of a magic square of
order four occurs in the Brhatsamhita (ca. A.D. 550), written by
Varahamihira, an Indian authority on astronomy and divination
(Fig. 1.8). The Kaksaputa, a work on magic ascribed to the
famous Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna (2nd century A.D.),
contains a magic square of order four, but the authenticity of the
work is doubtful. Varahamihira’s square is made of two sets of
the natural numbers 1 to 8. One of the four possible forms
(Fig. 1.4a) of the original square reconstructed from Varahamihi-
ra’s square, with a rotation of 90 degrees, coincides exactly with
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