
Eratosthenes meets Ulam 

 
Ulam placed the natural numbers in a spiral like 

17 16 15 14 13 

18 5 4 3 12 

19 6 1 2 11 

20 7 8 9 10 

21 22 23 24 … 

 
and then he removed the composite numbers while replacing the primes by black squares. 

Eratosthenes devised a sieve to find big prime numbers by removing multiples of smaller primes. 

In the spiral of Eratosthenes meets Ulam the prime squares are black (as in Ulam’s spiral) and the 
composite squares are coloured according to the smallest prime factor they contain. Thus, all 
multiples of 2 have the same colour, all multiples of 3 that are not multiples of 2 have the same 
colour, etc. 

  


