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Synopsis: Engineering School, Trinity College Dublin, improved spiral sliderule. 
 
Description: 
Oughtred is credited with inventing the linear sliderule c.1622 and the circular rule 
c.1630. Spiral sliderules are a variation of circular sliderules that are a means to 
implement a very long sliderule scale. In practise there are three ways this has been 
achieved: with a single spiral scale (e.g. the Lilly sliderule or the Atlas sliderule), 
segmenting the scale into multiple concentric partial-scales (e.g. the Fowler sliderule, 
see elsewhere in this catalog), or a hybrid of these (e.g. the RotaRule sliderule), where 
all are a form of Gunter scale. This item is an improved example of the first approach, 
designed by Prof.W.E.Lilly, of the Engineering School, Trinity College Dublin. It was 
patented in 1912. 
 
According to [1], Lilly’s spiral sliderule is constructed on a disc that is 13.4 inches 
(34 cm) in diameter, with a logarithmic scale spanning ten revolutions of the disc, 
allowing the scale to be 17.5 feet (5.33 metres) long [but Mollan says 4.57 metres?], 
and giving a scale that is equivalent to a straight sliderule of about 32 feet (9 metres) 
long (i.e. the effective scale length is about 32 feet) with a minimum resolution of 
about 0.1%.  
 
Note that for such slidrerules the inner revolution of the scale is shorter than the outer 
revolution, so the scale resolution increases from the inner to the outer ends of the 
scale. According to [1] at the inner end of the scale the best resolution is 1001, while 
at the outer end it is 9999, and the outer revolution has a scale effective length of 9.06 
metres. 
 
Interestingly, Prof.Lilly was a Lecturer of Mechanical Engineering in the Engineering 
School at the time that Prof.J.G.Byrne’s father (T.B.Byrne) was an engineering 
undergraduate (see graduating Class Photograph 1922-23, Fig.6). Prof.Byrne was 
born in 1933, and it is not known whether as a child he personally was aware of or 
knew Prof.Lilly. 
 
Many thanks to Ronald Cox for donating this item, which came to this collection from 
Dr.Cox via Prof.Byrne many years ago. 
 



The homepage for this catalog is at: https://www.scss.tcd.ie/SCSSTreasuresCatalog/ 
Click 'Accession Index' (1st column listed) for related folder, or 'About' for further 
guidance. Some of the items below may be more properly part of other categories of 
this catalog, but are listed here for convenience. 
  

Accession Index Object with Identification 
TCD-SCSS-U.20121208.046 Lilly's spiral sliderule, Engineering School, Trinity College 

Dublin, improved spiral sliderule, c.1912. 
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Figure 1: Lilly’s improved spiral sliderule, front view 

 



 
Figure 2: Lilly’s improved spiral sliderule, top front closeup 

 



 
Figure 3: Lilly’s improved spiral sliderule, rear view 

 



 
Figure 4: Lilly’s improved spiral sliderule, top rear closeup 

 



 
Figure 5: Lilly’s improved spiral sliderule, bottom rear closeup 

 



 
Figure 6: Class Photograph, TCD Engineering School BAI Class of 1922-1923 

Photograph courtesy Dan McCarthy 
See elsewhere in this catalog for more detail 

 
Prof.W.E.Lilly is third from the right in the front row 

Prof.J.G.Byrne's father, T.B.Byrne, is fourth from the right in the second row 
 


