
 

 

 

Measures from the Middle Ages 
 

Name of the object Medieval measuring instruments for the construction 
of a cathedral 

Recommended ages (from…) Start from 12 years old 

Thematic areas combined 

(STEAM) 

Science, Technology, Engineering, Art, Mathematics 

Materials needed For the wooden ruler 

Laser cutting or engraving 

Wooden block (30 cm x 2 cm x 1 cm) 

 

For the 13-knot rope 

Rope (2m50cm) 

Scissors 

Marker 

Instructions step by step Step 1. Setting up all the materials and looking at 
the instructions and models. 
 
Step 2. Building a wooden ruler  
 
Step 3. Building a 13-knot rope 
 
Total duration: 1 hour 
 

 

 

Step by step: how to build the instruments 
 
Step 1 

  
Time needed: 10 minutes. 
 
Setting up all the materials and looking at the instructions. 



 

 

 

 

 
All the pieces ready to use. 
 
 

Step 2 

  
Time needed: 20 minutes  

In the Middle Ages, cathedral builders used measurements taken from the human 
body: the inch, the palm (1), the hand (2), the handspan (3), the foot, the cubit... 

 

On a building site, the measurements were often those of the person who directed, 
organised and controlled the work: the master builder.  

A wooden ruler can be the builder's ruler, with the main units of measurement 
marked on it. 

Build a wooden ruler 
 
- Take the 1 cm thick, 2 cm wide and 30 cm long wooden strip. 



 

 

 

 
 
- With the help of a laser cutter or a wood engraver, here are the inscriptions to write 
on it. 
 

 
Figure 1Wooden Rule from Guédelon 

Foot Handspan Hand Palm Inch 
Figure 2 Translation in English 
 
For the units of measurement, you can use the dimensions of your body! 
You can also use the measurements used by the builders of the Chateau de 
Guédelon in France: 
- pouce (inch): 2.50 cm 

- paume (width of the hand - palm): 7.50 cm 
- palme (distance between the index finger and the little finger stretched out - hand): 
10 cm 
- empan (between the little finger and the thumb - handspan): 20 cm 
- pied (foot): 30 cm 
 
This wooden ruler can also be made on a sheet. 
 
Step 3 

  
Time needed: 30 minutes 
 
The 13-knot rope was invented by the Egyptians over 4,000 years ago. It is used for 
simple drawings of geometrical figures and for taking or checking measurements. 
 



 

 

 

It consists of 13 knots that separate 12 regular intervals.  
 
Traditionally, each interval measures 1 cubit, but we can use a smaller rope. 

 

 
Build a 13-knot rope 
As a reference, 1 interval = 1 handspan 
 

 

 
 

- Make a medium-sized loop at one end of the rope. 
 
- Using the previously designed instrument, place the rope starting at the end of the 
loop on the wooden ruler, and measure one handspan.  
 
- Mark the location of the first knot with a marker. Tie the knot tightly. Check that the 
gap is 1 handspan.  
 
- Repeat this operation 11 times. 
 



 

 

 

 
Figure 3 13 knot rope 

 
For example, we can make geometric figures with this rope! 

 

 
Figure 2 Véronique from Fermat Science 

Resources 

https://www.guedelon.fr/fr 
 
 

 

https://www.guedelon.fr/fr

