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Look at the number 205. The 2 means two hundreds, and the 5 means five ones. The O in the
middle does an important job. It shows that there are no tens, and it keeps the 2 in its place.
Without it, 205 and 25 would look the same.

It sounds simple, but for a long time people counted without zero. The Romans wrote numbers
with letters, like X for ten and C for one hundred. They had no sign for "nothing," so they did

their math on a counting board, not on paper.

In India, mathematicians began to use a small circle for an empty place. Around the year 628,
a mathematician named Brahmagupta wrote rules for zero: a number plus zero stays the same.
Zero became a real number, not just an empty space. The idea reached Europe many centuries

later, and it took a long time to be accepted.

So the easiest sign on the page was one of the hardest to invent. When something in math

looks obvious, ask how people managed before it.
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