
Of all the instruments and subtle devices with which one can 

measure all lengths, heights and depths that can be seen by the 

eye, be they are accessible or inaccessible: the square, called 

geometric is the most convenient, the easiest and most sure, 

which geometric square (as shown in the diagram subsequently 

described) consists of four parts or principal rulers ... 

Excerpt from the 

"Composition and Use of the geometric square" 

by Oronce FINE

Now consider the following case, by way of example: we want to 

measure the length DE of the following figure. Make the corner D of 

geometric square ABCD coincide with it.

With the mobile ruler, target the point E which cuts the side BC at F.

In this example the side BC is divided into 60 parts and the length of 

BF is 10 units. Taking into account that the length of the side of the 

square is 4 feet, the length DE is then 24 feet

Applying the property of Thales, 

we have:

𝑫𝑬 = 𝑫𝑪 ×
𝑩𝑪

𝑩𝑭

and thus

𝑫𝑬 = 𝟒 ×
𝟔𝟎

𝟏𝟎

DE measures 24 feet

Using the square to measure the depth of a well

Using the square to measure the height of a tower by double targetting

Using the square to measure the height of a 

building erected on a mountain without providing

Geometric square
Museum of the History of Science, Florence

ORONCE FINE (1494-1555) 

was a French mathematician, 

astronomer and cartographer. 

He was also a prolific inventor 

and manufacturer of 

mathematical instruments 

and sundials
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