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PREFACE

The nineteenth and rwentieth
centuries have been an age of scientific progress beyond the
dreams of man in earlier periods. Sumero-Akkadian mythology
tells us of a hero, Frana, who flew heavenward on the back of
an eagle, and Greek mythology relates how Daedalus made
wings so that he and his son Icarus could fly through the air;
but what pre-modern man ever conceived of the spacecraft
now circling the earth or reaching the moon, with ever-greater
achievements unfolding in rapid succession? Nor are the
miracles in other branches of modern science less remarkable.
What is less well known is that there are comparably great
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achievements in the humanities that started in the nineteenth
century and are continuing with unabated progress today.

With the passing of antiquity in Roman times, Western
civilization came to be conceived as starting with the three
classical forms of Mediterranean culture—Israel, Greece, and
Rome. Homer and the Bible stood at the beginning of recorded
history, and everything ecarlier was regarded as prehistoric.
And yet a succession of travelers and curious intellectuals
knew that in Egypt and Iran there were monuments and in-
scriptions of a distant past. Less spectacular to the visitor's
eye were the ruined cities of Mesopotamia, but they were
none the less associated with cuneiform texts that concealed
an ancient story. Hebrew, Greek, and Larin literature pre-
served enough collateral information to provide the future
decipherers with the necessary background. All that was needed
was the men with the dream, the dedicarion, the knowledge,
the mind, and the courage to persevere in the search for truth.

We are abour to tell the story of how forgotten scripts were
deciphered and lost languages recovered, addifxg two thousand
years to the documented span of Western civilization. Greece
and Israel no longer stand at the dawn of history. Thanks to
the decipherment of Egyptian and cuneiform, there are now
fifteen centuries of recorded history in the cradle of Western
culture, before the Greeks and the Hebrews appear on the
scene. Moreover, the earliest Inscriptions pertaining to the
Hellenes and Israelites antedarte the composition of the Iliad
and of Genesis.

The desire to solve the mystery of esoteric inscriptions is
almost as old as writing itself. The most familiar legend of
decipherment appears in the Book of Daniel: Once upon a
time Belshazzar of Babylon was confronted with a mysterious
message wondrously inscribed by a disembodied hand upon
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his palace wall. None of the sages could decipher it except
Daniel, who by divine inspiration read the Aramaic text mene
mene tekel upbarsin and withour hesitation interpreted it flaw-
lessly.! The modern decipherer, like Daniel, needs inspiration,
but unlike Daniel he also requires a background in philology
and history. Technologically the decipherers of cuneiform
and hieroglyphic texts resemble Daniel somewhat as the
Wright brothers resemble Erana and Daedalus.

The decipherments of the forgotren scripts in the cradles of
- Western culture have not only revealed millennia of history;
they have also opened a Pandora’s Box of problems that may
prove to be more difficult to solve than the decipherments.
While Darwinism was hitting at what eighteenth-century
rationalism had left of traditional religion, the cuneiform texts
revealed a pagan mythology that was used as ammunition to
blow up the vestiges of biblical faith. If Noah’s flood was
only a late Hebrew copy of the ancient Babylonian deluge,
what could one still accepr in Sacred Scriprure? The net result
was a tendency to split the public into two opposing camps:
atheists and obscurantsts, The one maintained that science
and archeological discovery exposed religious tradition as fal-
lacy and fraud. The other rejected the testimony of science
and the newly deciphered texts as pernicious. We are still suf-
fering from rhis needless dichotomy, which has bred a lost
generarion seeking meaning in history and life.

The illogical crisis came in the Scopes trial, with two re-
markable men—the atheist Clarence Darrow and the “defender
of the faith” William Jennings Bryan—championing the op-
! Daniel 5, where the inrerest in the text is to interprer a prophecy thar would
otherwise remain secrer. Today our interest in inscriptions is rather for the
information they provide on the past. Somewhat similarly, the ancients inter-

preted dreams as announcements of, or advice on, things to come, whereas
we interpret dreams as reflexes of past experience.
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posing viewpoints. It was not necessary then, as it is not
necessary now, to reject either scientific enlightenment or our
traditional heritage. To be civilized and complete, we must
accept scientific enlightenment and our traditional heritage,
each in its proper place. Neglect of either is disastrous. Séience
without tradition can produce technicians but nor culrtured
men; tradition without science can breed learned bur not
rational men.

The succession of decipherers whose work has revolution-
ized the humanities was the product of an intellectual atmos-
phere that we may trace to the Renaissance. That rebirth
embodied an interest in the ancient past. Although it stressed
the classical heritage of Greece and Rome, the preoccupation
of artists and scholars with Scripture kept the Bible lands in
the picture. Moreover, there was a growing curiosity about
the world as a whole, culminating in the Age of Discovery.
The voyages of Columbus and Magellan and other pioneers
in sailing the seven seas and exploring distant shores were not
merely the result of improved technical capabilities; they were
also the product of the enlarged frame of mind in Western
Europe, ushered in by the Renaissance.

The immediate prologue of the Age of the Decipherments
is the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century. The excavation
of Herculaneum and Pompeii then raised the interest in arche-
ology and ancient texts to new heights.? Intellectual curiosity
had added oriental studies to the-university repertoire. Travel-
ers like Carsten Niebuhr (1733-1815) visited the cradles of
Western civilization and brought back and published fac-

* For readable introductions to the subject, see Leo Deuel, Testaments of
Time (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1065), PP- 55-77: and C. W. Ceram,
Hands on the Past (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1966), pp. 61-68 (selecred
from the writings of J. ), Winkelmann and A. Goldsmidr)
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similes of inscriptions in forgotten scripts. The interest in far-
away places peers through the literature of the times. Samuel
Johnson’s Rasselas is set in Abyssinia. Volraire’s sarirical stories
unfold in distant lands, ranging from Babylon to the New
World. A constellation of interests and activities was point-
ing toward the decipherments of the nineteenth century.
Archeology, in the form of both exploration and excavation,
was under way. Texts as well as monuments were reaching
Europe from the lands of the forgortten scripts. The study of
Arabic, Syriac, Coptic, Ethiopic, and other Near Eastern
languages was being increasingly added to the old repertoire
of Hebrew, Greek, and Latin, European involvement in India
had led to the study of Sanskrit and the ancient Persian texts
of the Parsees.

At the close of the eighteenth century, Napoleon, with an
eye on far-off India, embarked on the invasion of Egypt to
open a new era. He catapulted the Near East into its modern
period, which is characterized by Western European influ-
ence. He also initiated the age of large-scale collecting, study-
ing, and publishing of nonclassical inscriptions, art, and
architecture. Specifically, he ushered in the age of Egyprology.

While Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt was more spectacular
than events in western Iran, where the Achaemenian kings had
left their inscriptions, the cuneiform materials had been dis-
covered and some of the men destined to decipher them had
been born during the last third of the eighteenth century.

The open-mindedness and intellectual curiosity of that age
were, as always, too much for reactionary men. Both funda-
mentalisms—secular and religious—gained in momentum when
confronted with new developments. Secular fundamentalism
stemmed (and still stems) largely from classicists who object
to giving credit to the “barbaric” civilizations such as the
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Egyprians or Phoenicians. Religious fundamentalism is op-
posed to connections berween the Chosen People and their
heathen neighbors. Both fundamentalisms are essentially the
same, prompted as they are by the desire to keep an ideal free
of outside contaminarion. Classical fundamenralism was un-
leashed after Champollion’s decipherment of Egyptian. Re-
ligious fundamentalism broke loose with renewed vigor after
the announcement of the biblical parallels in cuneiform litera-
tare.

The intellectual life of the West took a strange turn by the
end of the nineteenth century. Hitherto, fully educated men
had tried to reckon with Hebrew, Greek, and Latin as their
threefold heritage. In the poems of Milton we see the blending
at every turn. For a long time after Harvard University was
founded in the seventeenth century, the valedictorian address
was delivered in Hebrew. The Yale emblem still carries its
Hebrew as well as Latin text. Bur with the growth of knowl-
edge in the nineteenth century, specialization had begun to
separate classics from Hebrew. The intellectuals reared in
the classical tradition were committed to the uniqueness of
the Greek and Roman ideal, but at the same time, as long
as they professed to be Christians, they were forced to reckon
with the divine inspiration of the Bible. How were they to
cling to a twofold ideal, which they themselves held to be in
opposition? Artificial barriers were accordingly erected as
people reasoned somewhat as follows: “The Hebrew was a
genius in religion and morality even as the Greek was a genius
in philosophy and science. The one was spiritual and oriental;
the other was rational and European.”

The net result was that instead of being Mediterranean
peoples flourishing during the same centuries, Greeks and
Hebrews were so separated by a contrived chasm thar they
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might just as well have been from opposite poles if not from
different planets. This led to a kind of truce: Since two differ-
ent groups of scholars foster classics and Old Testament
studies, respectively, each is to help preserve the peace by
staying in his own terrain. The classicist does not as a rule
welcome any evidence of profound Phoenician impact on
Greece, and the well-adjusted Hebrew scholar is quite con-
tent to shur his eyes to Mycenaean and Minoan developments
even though he knows that Palestine is named after an Aegean
people called the Philistines.

Thus, the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century has left
us a twofold legacy—the expanding mentality which produced
the decipherments and the reaction which not only prescribes
blinkers but resists the mounting evidence of mutual relation-
ships and a common heritage in the ancient Medirerranean.

March 1968 Cyrus H. Gorbox
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CODES
AND
CIPHERS

There is a professional world of
codes and ciphers that has evolved an elaborate science and
technology of its own. Every government and many private
agencies use secret writing for their classified communications.
There are differences berween solving forgotten scripts and
modern cryptography. Forgotten scripts were not written to
defy interpretation to all bur the writer and the receiver; they
were meant to be intelligible to the entire literate public.

3
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However, the methods employed in solving enemy systems of
cryptography are of great value to the decipherer of ancient
seripts, and it is not surprising that since World War I some
of the successful decipherments have been made by scholars
who have had experience in military cryptanalysis. Accord-
ingly, a survey of the elements of cryptography will help us
understand the decipherment of the ancient systems.

Codes and ciphers are two different forms of cryptography.
Codes deal with the substitution of whole words or even
phrases. By merely taking a dictionary and writing in a code
number next to each word, we can transform the dicrionary
into a code book. For example if the dictionary lists more than
9,999 words but not more than 99999, a five-digir code is in-
dicated. If the dictionary starts: a, aback, abacus, abandon,
abandoned, abase, abashed, abate, abbess, abbey, abbot, abbre-
viate, abbreviation, abdicate, . . . , we can assign the following
code numbers:

a 0001 abbess 00009
aback 00002 abbey 00010
abacus 00003 abbot 0001 1
abandon 00004 abbreviare 00012
abandoned 00005 abbreviation  ooo; 3
abase 00006 abdicate 00014
abashed 00007

abare 00008

The same book can be used for encoding and decodin
messages because the sequence of the numbers follows the
alphabetized words. This is therefore called a one-part code.
Inhcrcntl_-,r, it is not good for secrecy, because as soon as the
codebreakers realize jrs nature, they can interpolate values.
Thus, when they discover that 00001 is “g,” they immcdiatci}r
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have reason to believe that they are faced with a one-part code.
If they solve any two code numbers (e.g., oooos = “sbandon”
and ooo14 = “abdicate”), they know that an intermediate
number comes berween the two in the dictionary (e.g., cooo8
comes after “abandon” but before “abdicate™).

A two-part code requires two different books: one in dic-
tionary order for encoding and one with the code numbers in
numerical order for decoding. Our encoding book could begin
thus:

a 66780
aback 12834
abacus 92386
abandon 04200

Here there is no relation berween the order of the code num-
bers and the alphabetized dictionary. The decoding book
might begin thus:

00001 country
00002 fifteen
00003 debate
00004 zebra
00005 abandon
00006 escalate

The two-part code is a more secure system, but the prepara-
tion and distribution of the extra code books cost time and
money. It pays to employ them only if they are used for
reasonably long periods. Any code that is used extensively is
vulnerable, however, because it is a law of secret writing that
if the enemy intercepts enough of i, he can solve the system
and reconstruct the code book through statistics and analysis.
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For in any language, the frequency and position of certain
words provide the code breaker with ways of transforming
coded messages into plain text.

Something else that makes codes vulnerable is spies and
agents who sreal, buy, or phnmm}p}r code books,

We mighe also note thar codes (particularly commercial
codes) are sometimes designed nor for secrecy bur to save on
cablegram expenses. If “05638" means “Sell immediately the
stock mentioned in your letter which we have just received,”
the cable or telegram will cost less than the full plain-text
message. When we write the French abbreviation “R.S.V.p.”
after an invitation, we are doing something similar; it is a short
way of saying, “Please tell us whether you will attend.”

For maintaining secrecy, ciphers are generally used. Either
the plain text or a coded message can be enciphered. Ler us say
that the following message is encoded in accordance with g
tWo-part system thus:?

Plain rext: ENEMY PLANS ATTACK AT-DAWN
Encoded text: og3: 5723 6288  gy48:

There is no reason to be sure that the enemy does not possess
our code books, which have been in use for a long time. Ac-
cordingly, our cryptographic security staff has decided to
protect our communications by agreeing (let us say) to add
15 to the first group, 162 to the second, 1903 to the third, and
then begin all over again (adding first 15, then 162, and ﬁnali}r
1003, etc.).

Coded message: 0931 5723 6288 0482
Encipherment: +15 4162 fgog +15
COYPIOgram: 0546 5885 Brgr guo

* Since a code book for simple messages in the field need not have more than
9999 words or phrases, four-digit groups will suffice.
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The receiver gives the cryprogram to his cryptographer, who
first deciphers it (i.e., by subtracting the encipherment) and
then decodes the deciphered message into plain text.

The above type of encipherment is called an “addirive.” It
can, of course, be applied directly to the plain text. Suppose
our encipherment is “1-2-3"; ie., we shall add 1 to the first
letter, 2 to the second letter, and 3 to the third letter, and then
begin over again (adding 1 to the fourth letter, 2 to the fifth
letter, and 3 to the sixth, etc.).

Plain texr: ENEMY PLANS ATTACK AT DAWN
Encipherment: rz3rz 31231 231231 23 1231

Cn’pmgmm: FPHNA SMCQT CWUCFL CW ECZO

When we add 1 to e, we go to the next letter in the alphabet
(f); when we add 2 to 7, we go on to the second letter there-
after (p); 3 added to e means the third letter thereafter (b).

Another kind of encipherment is transposition. For instance,
we can interchange the positions of the letters in every pair
of letters:

Plain text; ENEMYPLANSATTACKATDAWN
Cr}fptngram: NEMEPYALSNTAATECTAADNW

Here the cryptographer who deciphers the message will have
to divide the plain texr into words after transposing the cryp-
togram into plain text.

The simplest kind of encipherment is monoalphabetic sub-
stitution. This means that each letter is always replaced by
another definite letter:

Plain alphabet:  ABCDEF GHIJKLMNOPQRSTUV WXYZ
Cipher alphaber: zXCvBNMASDFGH JKLPO IUYTREWQ
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Taking the same plain rext, we have

ENEMY PLANS ATTACK AT DAWN
the cryptogram is now

BJBHW LGZ]1 ZUUZCF 2U VZR ]
The cryprographer charged with deciphering this message
will use the following chart (in which the cipher is alpha-
betized while the plain values now seem randomized):

Cipher alphabet: aBcoErFGH 1] KLMNOPQRS TUVWXYZ
Plain alphabet: HECJXKLMSN OPG FROZWIVTDY BUA

Monoalphabetic substitution is easy to solve because in any
known language the letters have known frequencies. A couple
of pages enciphered by this method can be solved without
any difficulty provided the language is known. Shorter cryp-
tograms are harder ro solve because, without volume, statistics
are not reliable. We shall rake an example of monoalphabetic
substitution in order to illustrate whar methods can be used in
addition to statistics, The following cryptogram is to be de-
ciphered into plain English:

VHBSJU XBT BDDJEFOUBMMZ EJTDPWFSFE (7
B QFBTBOU JO OJOFUFFO IVOFSFE BOE
UXFOUZFJHIU IF QMPXFE JOUP B NZDFOBFEO
UPNC BOE VOXJUUJOHMZ PQFOFE V(Q B

OFX FSB PG EJTDPWFSZ

A frcquenc_v count tells us each letter is used so many times:

ABCDEFGHIJKL M
il et S L i G B B (T S
NDPQRSTU\’WXYZ
217;4054114 : 5§ o0 6
It will be noted that some letters are of high frcqucncy, others
are of low frtquent}r; the rest are in berween. If we had a
long cryptogram, we could solve the problem statistically with-
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out more ado. Bur in so short a texr, statistics are not reliable.
We note, however, that the letters of highest frequency are F
and O (F, 19 times; and O, 17). One of these should be the
letter e, which occurs more often than any other letter in
English. We may expect the definite article “the” to occur in
any English utrerance, even if it be limited to a few lines. The
three-letter words in the cryprogram are XBT, BOE (which
occurs twice), OFX, and FSB. Disappointingly, none of these
ends in F or O, and we conclude that, against all expectation,
“the” does not appear in our message.

There is a one-letter word (B) that occurs three times, and
it is a letter of grear frequency. Now there are only two
common words thar we need consider (for “O” is hardly used
nowadays): “a” and “I”" This letter happens to begin the
three-letter word BOE, which occurs twice. There are many
three-letter words beginning with a in English, but none is
more common than “and.” If BOE = *“and,” we have B = g,
O =nand E = d. We shall apply these values and see if they
yield good or bad readings elsewhere in the cryprogram. It will
be noted that four words end in FE:

EJTDPWFSFE

IVOESFE

OMPXFE

POFOFE
Since F is of the highest frequency (occurring 19 times) and
we ruled our O = e, F should be e, giving us the suffix FE
=-ed to indicate the past tense of verbs. Since the two-letter
word JO ends with #, the first letter must be a vowel, and a
is ruled out because B = 4. This leaves i and o as the only pos-
sibilities, since “an,” “in,” and “on” are the only two-letter
English words ending in #. Now, in OJOFUFFO, J=e
would yield noneUeen, which is meaningless in English what-
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ever value we ascribe to U; however, ] =i allows us to take
nineUeen as the only possible word in English—*“nineteen”—
showing that U = . From this point on, the rest is easy. JOUP
= - can only be “into” with P = o, PQFOFE = 0Qened
must be “opened” with Q = P-VQ=Vp can only be “up”
with V = u. QFBTBOU = peaTant must be “peasant” with
T =s. The skeleton of the number “nineteen IuOdSed and
tXentZeiHIt” would not puzzle any crypranalyst very long. It
can only be “nineteen hundred and twenty-eight,” which
yields I=h, O=n, S=r, X=w Z=y, H=g With
these values, we can decipher our cryprogram to this extent:
VHBSJU XBT BDDJEFOUBMMZ EJTDPWFSFE CZ B

W arit was a2 identa vdis o ecred y a

QFETBOU JO OJOFUFFO IVOFSFE BOE

Ptasant in nineteen hundred and

UXFOUZFJHIU IF QMPXFE JOUP B NZDFOBFBO

twentyeight he p owed into a Y enaean

UPNC BOE VOXJUUJOHMZ PQFOFE VQ B OFX

to and unwictcin Y opened up a new

FSB PG EJTDPWFSZ

€Ed 0, dis o ‘ery
From this point the reader should be able to solve the rest.
The plain rext is given at the end of the chapter so that he may
check his solution.

The world of cryptography is now quite complex. Enci-
pherments that go in a cycle of three are easy to break because
sooner or later the same words will reappear at the same point
in the cycle, and once the cyclicity is solved, all the crypt-
analyst needs is enough volume of intercepts to crack the
system. Even a cycle of 100 is not enough to prorect a system
that is used extensively. Security may now be sought by cycles
that do not repeat until che million mark i passed. This can
be done through complex machines; the sender and receiver
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have the same adjustable machines. The receiver must also
know how to set his cryptographic machine to remove the
encipherment. Such systems are difficulr, if not impossible, to
break by cryptanalysis. Espionage or some other kind of skul-
duggery can be more effective. Fortunately for our purposes,
we do not have to delve into the highly complex mechanical
and electronic methods of encipherment and decipherment.
The ancient scripts that had to be deciphered were not secret
systems devised to defy reading. They were made to be read
and understood. The methods used to decode and decipher
help us unravel the reading and translation of forgotten scripts
and languages, bur nothing that has come down to us from
antiquity was enciphered by an electronic randomizer so that
we require a complex device for unscrambling ancient crypto-
grams.

We must now differentiate the cryptographer from the
cryptanalyst. The cryptographer uses the code books and
cipher systems of his office. He does nor handle enemy mes-
sages that require solution without benefir of code books and
cipher keys. The crypranalyst, on the other hand, deals pre-
cisely with messages that he must solve through analysis with-
out code books and cipher keys. It is his business to decipher
enemy cryptograms even if he has to break systems and re-
construct code books in the process. Our subject deals with
decipherers whose role is like the cryptanalyst’s rather than
the cryprographer’s.

Sometimes ancient texts are equipped with word dividers,
which makes the task easier. Bur if the word dividers are not
supplied, the decipherer has to edit his text and, by studying
the repetitions, can break up the text into its component words.
For instance, if the preceding sentence were run together, a
study of it would reveal that the sequence the occurs no less
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than four times and should therefore be some common word.
If there is enough tex, the words can be isolated even though
they be run together. In Akkadian—one of the best known of
the deciphered languages—words are not separated.

Collateral information is of prime importance in starting a
decipherment as well as in interpreting a text even after the
opening wedge has been made. If an enciphered message from
Teheran is intercepred on a certain date, it may be assumed
that it is written in Persian and deals with something that be-
longs to our world as revealed in The New Fork Times or
the Teheran newspapers of thar dare. If a long cryprogram is
sent from Paris to every French embassy at abour the time
De Gaulle takes some major step or makes some notable pro-
nouncement, two assumptions can be made: (1) thar the
cryptogram is in French and (2) that it deals with the news
item from Paris that has just made the headlines. It has hap-
pened that codes and ciphers have been compromised by care-
less cryprographic clerks who have encoded and enciphered
long dispatches whose plain texts have been published in the
press. One of the rules of security in such cases is always to
paraphrase and transpose the original before sending it as a
cryptogram. Careless clerks are God’s gift to the crypranalyst
charged with breaking foreign systems.?

The problem that confronts the decipherer of ancient texts
i1s thar even if he correctly guesses what language they are in,
he has no New York Times o tell him what the writers may
have had on their minds when they composed the inscriptions.
The collateral informarion may, however, be supplied from
# One of the commonest fauz pas made by cryprographic clerks is to inserr
proper names in plain texr, This gives the enemy the opening wedge for de-

ciphering the cryprogram by providing him wirh a clue 1o the contexr. Ir is

interesting to note thar proper names are the most frequent keys to the deci-
pherment of ancient scriprs,
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history. Herodotus’ genealogical facts concerning the Achae-
menian kings supplied the decipherers with the data they
needed for cracking the cuneiform inscriptions of Persia and
Mesopotamia. A knowledge of place names is also important.
That “Knossos” should be found in the Linear B texts from
Knossos but not from Pylos and that “Pylos” should be found
in the Linear B texts from Pylos but not from Knossos were
correct assumptions that helped crack Linear B.

Not only are the names of kings and places important, but
any knowledge one has of what was in the ancient scribe’s
mind and how he would be likely to express it can also help in
deciphering ancient texts. There is a huge mass of ancient Near
Eastern inscriptions that provide us with collareral informa-
tion. By drawing on his knowledge of the language and of the
collateral information, the decipherer can make inferences
which may turn out to be right because they fit into some
pattern inherent in the text. In a group of words that looked
like cardinal numerals, the decipherers of Ugaritic rightly de-
cided that the one with the pattern XYX had ro be tlt, “three.”
None of the other cardinal numbers in Northwest Semitic fits
this pattern.

Guesses of this kind are necessary, but they cannot be off
the top of one’s head; to be successful, they must reckon with
the realities, or at least the probabilities, of the text to be de-
ciphered. Even then most guesses are wrong, so that a prime
quality in the crypranalyst or decipherer is flexibility. Wrong
guesses are usually exposed as incorrect by the fact that they
lead to impossible combinations when applied elsewhere in
the texts to be deciphered. But it is also necessary to follow
through with the truth if a successful decipherment is to be
achieved. Both Evans and Cowley individually got correct
Greek values for Mycenaean words but they were not in a
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frame of mind to follow through. Evans had committed him-
self to a false premise (that the language was not Greek) and
could not extricate himself. Withour flexibility, decipherment
is impossible. Guesses must be made, and it is the lucky guess
that pays off. But for every lucky guess, hundreds of wrong
ones must be scrapped.

Lucky guesses often take the form of the “probable word.”
Some three-letter combination in texts from Canaan ought
to be b1 “Baal” (the well-known Canaanite god). Bauer,
having determined the & and the  spotted 5XI as “Baal” and
obtained the correct © value for X. His guess of the probable
word turned out to be right, for X = © makes sense in all the
other combinations.

We now must define what we mean by a “decipherment.”
Strictly speaking, the term applies to obraining from scrarch
the pronunciation of the symbols in texts that cannor even
be pronounced before the decipherment. Examples of this are
afforded by the decipherment of Egyptian hieroglyphs, Old
Persian cuneiform, the Cypriote syllabary, and the Ugaritic
cuneiform alphabet. “Decipherment” does not imply thac the
language turns out to be new. The Cypriote texts turned out to
be Greek; the Ugaritic language is close to Hebrew. The de-
cipherment in both cases was successful because the language
was known. The basic achievement of the decipherers was to
determine the pronunciation of the symbols.

A different sort of accomplishment is the working out of a
new language written in a known script. Sumerian did not
have to be deciphered in the sense that Akkadian did; Sumerian
is written in the same script, and Akkadian was worked out
first. Since Akkadian belongs to the well-established Semitic
family of languages, ir has been recovered with a high degree
of finesse, so that scholars are in agreement as to how any but
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the most problematic texts are to be translated. This is still not
so with Sumerian, where the handful of top authorities do not
always agree in translating many passages in the most familiar
literary texts (such as Gudea’s Cylinders) that have been
known for over half a century and republished many times.

In most essentials, of course, there is agreement in translat-
ing Sumerian texts, and the language whose very existence was
unsuspected when Rawlinson began his work is now richly
documented. Sumerology fills libraries with tomes of auto-
graphed texts, translations, linguistic studies, and historical
works. It has therefore been “deciphered,” but no one person
can be credited with its decipherment. The phonetic values of
Sumerian signs came out of the decipherment and study of
Akkadian; countless lexical and other school texts (including
bilinguals) prepared in antiquity provide the firm basis for
working out the vocabulary and grammar of Sumerian. And
even so, with such an abundance of materials, it is taking a long
time to refine Sumerology to a point where it can be reduced
to clear rules with the modicum of agreement among the ex-
perts necessary to dispel confusion from the beginning stu-
dent’s mind.

In the case of Hirtite, we have a duplex problem because it
is written in two different scripts: cuneiform and pictograms.
It was Bedfich Hrozny who established the Indo-European
character of Hittite, thus setting Hirtitology on its right
course. The cuneiform seript is Sumero-Akkadian and Hrozny
did not have to figure out whar the signs meant phonerically.
The decipherment of Cuneiform Hittite resembles not the
decipherment of Old Persian but rather the “decipherment™
of Sumerian. The decipherment of pictographic Hittite (offi-
cially called Hieroglyphic Hittite) is, however, a true de-
cipherment, for the phonetic values of the signs had to be
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worked out from scratch. There are such dialectal differences
between Cuneiform and Hieroglyphic Hittite thar our de-
tailed knowledge of Cuneiform Hittite does not always clarify
linguistic problems in the hieroglyphic variety.

To understand the fundamental difference berween script
and language, it may be of use to make a few observations on
some modern forms of writing and speech. Finnish and Chinese
are two languages equally unintelligible to the average Eng-
lish-speaking person. Finnish is written in familiar Latin
characters, so that we have no problem in knowing the sound
conveyed by each letrer. With Chinese, however, the pronun-
ciation of the signs is as obscure as the meaning of the words
and sentences, even if we could pronounce the text. Suppose
we had to decipher both Finnish and Chinese. The magnitude
of the two rasks would be different. With Chinese, script and
language would have to be solved, with Finnish, only the
language. Both tasks are of types that are generally called “de-
cipherment,” bur they are, as we have seen, of different orders.

There is still another kind of “decipherment”: when the
script is known burt not the identity of the language, which,
however, may turn out to be a known language once ir is
identified. For example, texts in Greek letters were found at
El-Hofra in Algeria.* Since the language was not Greek and
the town was Punic, it was immediately surmised that the
texts were Punic, Their contents are so familiar from Punic
inscriptions that no alternative view had to be considered.
But it took three-quarters of a century to identify the Phoeni-
cian inscriptions in Greek letters from Crete. Shall we call
such a fear a “decipherment” when in retrospect it seems so
simple? To achieve it, it was, in fact, necessary to “decipher”

*For selected rexts and bibliography, see C. H. Gordon, Supplements to
Vetus Testamentin (Leiden: Brill, 1963}, 1X, 22-23.
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the parent language on Crete, namely, Minoan. Bur is the
identification and description of the Minoan language a
“decipherment™? After all, the script is essentially the same
as the Greek Linear B. But then again, should we even call
the solution Linear B a “decipherment”? For it turns out that
the language and the system of writing are essentially the same
as the Cypriote Greek texts written syllabically and deci-
phered by George Smith in 1872. By asking these questions
we have answered them. The nuances and technical distinc-
tions are endless, and we serve no useful purpose by hyper-
finesse in our terminology. No two decipherments are exactly
the same. We need only recognize that either scripts or lan-
guages or both can be known, partly known, or unknown.
Moreover, even the identification of the language can be
important because it can make the difference between in-
telligibility and mystery. When any person takes the first and
critical steps to transform a category of “mysterious” inscrip-
tions into intelligible documents by revealing their script or
language, we shall call the achievement a “decipherment.”

Every problem in this book has been simplified. If we should
follow step by step how each solution was achieved, it would
be like recording every motion a baby made from birth until
its first successful attempt at walking. We are concerned here
primarily with success rather than with preparation or with
failure.

It is exceedingly hard to establish priorities in every case.
Usually somebody else anticipated So-and-so in some way or
other. Books are written about whether Columbus was really
the discoverer of America. This book is not about whether
Champollion really was the decipherer of Egyptian. We shall
not wittingly cheat anyone of his due, but neither shall we be
preoccupied with every “if” and “put” in our account. Deci-
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pherers, like all discoverers, want the credit for having gotten
there first. Dated publications sertle priority in one sense (and
an important one at that), but whar are we to think when A
has published what he had already heard from B or found out
concerning B's work? We shall touch on such problems, for
they are of historic interest, but we leave their detailed analysis
to others.

SOLUTION OF CRYPTOGRAM ON PAGE 8§

The plain text is: “Ugarit was accidentally discovered by a
peasant in nineteen hundred and twenty-eight. He plowed
into a Mycenaean tomb and unwittingly opened up a new era
of discovery.”

Each letrer was represented by the next one in the alphabet:

Cipher alphabet: ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ
Plain alphabet:  zabcde fghijk | Mnopqrs tu vwxy

An experienced crypranalyst, after determining the first few
values, would detect the system (1.e., each letter is substitured
by the following letter in the alphaber). Determining the
system usually precedes any successful decipherment,



THE
DECIPHERMENT
OF EGYPTIAN

Somerime around 3000 B.C. Writ-
ing was invented and developed in the Near East. There 1s
reason to believe that it first became established in Meso-
potamia, but the idea soon spread to Egypt.! The cuneiform
of Mesopotamia has little obvious resemblance to the hiero-
glyphs of Egypr, and yet their principles are so similar that

' Henri Frankforr, The Birth of Choilization in the Near East (New York:
Doubleday Anchor, 1956}, pp. 121-37.
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there must be a connection, through stimulus diffusion; i.e.,
the Egyptians did nor copy the actual signs of Mesopotamian
writing but only applied the same basic ideas. First, they
established a large, bur none the less limited, repertoire of
pictographic signs. For example, they not only had a general
sign for Man but a number of other pictographs of men doing
various things or in various states. Thus, there might be a man
eating, but there would not be different signs for a man eating
each kind of food or different signs for a man engaged in
various aspects of eating such as biting, chewing, or swallow-
ing. If we draw each specific object or act, we are not writing
but engaging in representational art. To be useful, any system
of writing must limit its number of symbols.

The next principle (in both cuneiform and hieroglyphs)
is that the pictograph can stand for the sound of what is
drawn, without reference to its meaning. To take some simu-
lated English examples by way of illustration: the max
pictograph could stand not only for “a man” bur for the
syllable 72an; even as the picture of a paTe could refer not
only to “a date” but ro the syllable date. Thus, the two picto-
graphs mMaN-pate could be pronounced man-date and mean
“a mandate.” This is the most important and basic aspect of
cuneiform and hieroglyphic writing; they are essentially
phonetic systems even though as a rule the signs stood origi-
nally for words or ideas. As we follow the history of writing,
we shall observe that the trend has been to abandon word-signs
and concentrate on sound-signs.

The third principle common to Mesopotamia and Egypr is
the use of determinatives, or signs that tell the category of the
word. For example, there is no way of telling whether the
isolated word spelled 55 in Egyptian means “a scribe” or “a
document.” Accordingly, the Egyptians added the pictogram
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max when it means “scribe” but the pictogram scroLL when

it means “document.” Thus, ﬂ 55, “document,” but
‘i s§, “scribe.”

Both cuneiform and hieroglyphs use phonetic complements
to fix the sound of a sign. To take an Egyptian example: a
certain bird pictogram, usually identified as GuiNEA FowL, has
the reading mh. It can serve as the ideogram for the bird in
question, but it can also be used as a phonogram, in which case
it may be both preceded and followed by phonetic comple-
ments: "cUINEA FowL!, which can be used to express words
that have nothing whatever to do with a bird and which we
may represent thus: "ap*. Now there is a verb nb(1), “to
pray,” whose meaning puts it in a category of words that the
Egyptians indicate by the determinative of a man pointing to
his mouth. The verb “to pray” can be written "nh* followed

by thar determinative. -%: g‘ﬁ . This kind of writing often
makes Egyprian easy to read and translate, for the word is
written alphabetically (=~~~ § #-b) and syllabically
( k nh), and its semantic category is indicated by the

determinative ﬁ: I

It remains to add that numerals are often written ideograph-
ically down to our own times: I = “one”; Il = “two’; 1l =
“three” are similar in appearance in cunciform (1 , hiero-
glyphs (Ih), and Latin. All our numerical symbols, indeed,
are ideographic. Thus, 4 stands for the idea of fourness; its
pronunciation depends entirely on the language of the text in
which it appears (“four” in English but “quatre” in French).

From about 3000 B.c. until the end of the fourth century
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a.p., Egyptian was written in hieroglyphs in an unbroken
tradition. The large number of signs and the numerous con-
ventional spellings required long training for the chosen few
who achieved literacy.? In the wake of Alexander’s conquest,
the Greek alphabet spread throughout the Near East, includ-
ing Egypt, where the Greek dynasty of the Prolemies ruled
and where there were many Greek settlers, especially in
Alexandria.

In polyglot communities like Alexandria, where Greeks,
Egyptians, and Jews lived side by side, it was common for
the script of one linguistic group to be applied to the languages
of the other groups. This is what happened in Egypt, where
the Greek alphabet came to be used for writing Egyptian
and, on a smaller scale, for writing Hebrew, too.® The Greek
letters did not have enough advantages over the Hebrew letters
to threaten the latter with extinction. After all, the Hebrew
script is alphabetic and with only twenty-two letters is a
trifle easier to learn than the Greek alphabet of twenty-four
letters. But Egyptian hieroglyphs were doomed to a slow
death as soon as Egyptian began to be written in Greek letters.
The old complex system could not compete with the new
simple system.

*The art of the scribe was the first steppingstone on the way leading up to
the highest positions in the Pharaoh's government. In principle, it was open
to any boy who demonstrated diligence and capacity in his studies. In this

regard, Egypt was democratic,

3 Phoenician, Punic, and Ereocretan (which are closely related to Hebrew)
are sometimes written in Greek letrers. In the Hexapla, the Church Father
Origen (ca. 185-254 An.) aligned two forms of the Hebrew Bible and four
of its different Greek translations. He provided the Hebrew both in Hebrew
letters and in Greek letters. It is tacitly assumed that Origen invented the idea
of writing Hebrew texts in Greek letters, but it is more likely that the Hel-
lenized Jews sometimes wrote Hebrew in Greek characters much as the
Phoenicians, Carthaginians, and Ercocretans expressed their kindred Semirtic
dialects in Greek characrers.
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With the rise of Christianity in Egypt, the process whereby
the Greek alphabet displaced the hieroglyphs for writing
Egyptian was accelerated. Many of the early Christians were
simple folk without any education in classical Egyprian. The
Egyptian church adopted the popular device of writing
Scripture and other necessary Texts in Greek letters but in
the Egyptian language. Another factor played havoc with the
very survival of hieroglyphic records: the latter were asso-
ciated with paganism and frequently appeared in documents
and on monuments depicting heathen gods. As a result, the
early Church leaders in Egypt often stirred up their flock
against the ancient relics and incited them to acts of vandalism.

The Copric Church still preserves the native Egyptian
language written in Greek characters, so that we have an
unbroken tradition of Egyptian texts spanning about five
thousand years.

With the passing of hieroglyphic writing in Roman times,
erroneous ideas concerning its nature gained currency. The
pronouncements of an Egyptian named Horapollo, who in
late antiquity wrote a treatise called Hieroglyphica, carried
particular weight in Europe from the High Renaissance down
to the early decades of the nineteenth century. Some of his
meanings of hieroglyphic signs are correct, but his fanciful
explanations obscured the true nature of the system. The fal-
lacy that persisted from late Roman times to the nineteenth
century was that each Egyptian hieroglyph conveyed some
mystical or spiritual idea.

If any people in all of recorded history (and I do not make

4 There are a few pre-Christian Coptic texts (i.e., Egyptian texts in Greek
letrers), including incantations. Ignorant magicians often found it easier to
inseribe spells alphabetically than in the more complicated Egyptian Hiero-
glyphic, Hieratic, or Demotic scripts.
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an exception of the Americans) merits the description of
“materialistic,” it is the ancient Egyptians. They loved earthly
life. Their cult of the dead is about as unspiritual as a religious
concept can be. It aimed ar achieving eternal life on a material
plane. The body had to be preserved for a life full of the
pleasures of this world with food, drink, servants, comforts,
income, play, and games. No ancient Egyptian longed for a
spiritual heaven with holy angels singing solemn hymns. We
know from tomb paintings that the Egyptians aspired rather
to pleasures such as a family boat trip on the Nile to catch
fish and birds among the bulrushes, or a floor show of dancers
and musicians. How such a fun-loving, materialistic people—
whose character is revealed in their art as well as in the texts
—came to be regarded as extraordinarily spiritual and mysteri-
ous illustrates how difficult it is for most people to take another
culture on its own terms.

The “mysterious” Egyptians thus had a “mysterious” script
full of mystical symbols ascribed to them. The decipherment
of Hieroglyphic Egyptian required the replacement of the
deep-seated notion of symbolism by the correct view thar
the main (though not the only) fearure of the script is phonetic.

We may note at this juncture that while the decipherment
of Egyptian has done away with the mysteries of the scripr,
many people still regard the ancient Egyptians as a philosoph-
ical, mysterious folk whom we can never understand. Even
the pyramids are somerimes thought to embody profound
secrets that we mere mortals can never fathom. Actually, no
accomplishment of the human race is less mysterious or more
successful. The Egyprians lived in houses of perishable ma-
terials because they viewed earthly life as perishable. They
regarded the after-life of men and the existence of the gods
as enduring forever. Therefore, they purposely selected stone
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as the building material of eternity for permanent structures
associated with religion and the cult of the dead. From less
spectacular beginnings, they developed the great pyramids at
Gizeh to endure for all time. No architects or builders have
ever achieved their goal more efficiently and with such superb
technique. Of all the Seven Wonders of antiquity, only the
pyramids are still standing—marvels to behold. How the tech-
nological fulfilment of so clear an aim came to be regarded as
mysterious shows how inflexible the corporate human mind
can be. A rational approach would have us view the pyramid-
builders as grear engineers® rather than enigmatic mystery
men of an inscrutable past.

A Jesuit professor of philosophy, mathematics, and oriental
languages, Arthanasius Kircher (1601-80), published in 1636
a study on Coptic in which he expressed his conviction that
Coptic was a continuation of the ancient Egyptian language
in alphabetic script. He was right, and the fact which he
recognized was destined to provide the linguistic background
for the decipherment of the hieroglyphs long afrerward when
the rime was ripe.®

A few scholars in the eighteenth century suspected the
existence of phonetic hieroglyphs and made the correct sug-
gestion that the cartouche (an oval enclosing groups of signs)
was used to contain the names of kings and queens. One of
the savants who made this important observarion was Johann
Georg Zoéga, who published it in 1797. Then things began

* See L. Sprague de Camp, The Ancient Engineers (Norwalk, Conn.: Burndy
Library, 1966), pp. 28-52.

®For Kircher's own account of his pioneer work on Coptic grammar and
vocabulary, see C. W. Ceram, Hands on the Past (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1966), pp. 154-58. Though Kircher was mistaken about the nature of
hieroglyphic writing, he understood the significance of Coptic as the linguis-
tic key to the language of the hieroglyphs.
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to move faster. In 1798 Napoleon invaded Egypt, and in 1799
a contingent of his expeditionary force discovered the Rosetta
Stone, the key that started to unlock the secrets of the hiero-
glyphs.

The Roserta Stone” is a black basalt slab that the French
found in the course of rebuilding a fortification, in which it
had already been reused as building material. The inscription
that it bears in triplicate is a decree honoring the young
pharaoh Prolemy V Epiphanes in 196 8.c. The text enumer-
ates his good deeds and rules that his statues and copies of
this decree shall be set up in all the temples throughout Egypt.
The three versions are in two languages but in three scripts—
Hieroglyphic Egyptian, Demotic Egyptian, and Greek. In
remote antiquity, a cursive form of the hieroglyphs had de-
veloped into a script called Hieratic. In late Pharaonic times,
Hieratic was further simplified and stylized into Demotic.
Under the Prolemies, Greek became an important language in
Egypt. Accordingly, in the closing centuries of the pre-
Christian era, bilingual texts in Greek and Egyptian were writ-
ten and provided the Greek key for deciphering the forgotten
scripts of ancient E

Anglo-French strife affected the fate of the Roserra Srone.
A treaty forced its transfer to England, where it is still in the
British Museum. A copy, made before the transfer, was de-
livered to the noted French orientalist Silvestre de Sacy.
Though De Sacy did not make much headway with it, he
showed it to the Swedish diplomat Johan David Akerblad,
who within two months made considerable progresss with the
Demotic version. Akerblad’s Lettre d M. de Sacy (published
in 1802) identified all the names occurring in the Demotic by

TE. A. Wallis Budge, The Rosetta Stone (London: British Museum, 1913),
reprinted 1922 and 127,
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matching them with their counterparts in the Greek version
and established the correct Demotic readings for “temples”
annd “Greeks” and the suffix meaning “he, him,” or “his.”
Akerblad rightly identified this suffix and these two nouns
with their Coptic forms. (Though Demotic and Coptic are
different in script, they are quite close linguistically.) After
this remarkable starr, Akerblad was impeded from making
further progress because of his erroneous idea that Demotic
was exclusively alphabetic. The readings he figured out were
indeed alphabetic, but much of Demotic writing is not
alphaberic.

The Rosetta Stone is broken at the beginning (which con-
tains the Hieroglyphic version) and to a lesser extent at the
end (which contains the Greek translation). The Demotic, in
the middle, while not intact, is the best preserved. Therefore,
the earliest efforts at decipherment were aimed at the Demoric.

The next stride forward was made by an English physicist,
Thomas Young, the author of the wave theory of light. Ex-
emplifying the best in the culture of his era, he was also a
doctor of medicine and wrote Latin with ease. Young was
versatile as well as learned and had the kind of mind that is
attracted to new and challenging problems. A copy of the
Rosetta Stone fell into his hands in 1814. Young had benefited
from the results of Akerblad’s work bur realized that Demotic
had so many signs that all of them could not possibly be alpha-
betic. He also sensed the relationship berween the Hiero-
glyphic and Demotic systems. The repetitions in the Greek
version enabled Young to break each of the three texts into
their natural divisions and thereby to isolate the individual
words. Soon he compiled a vocabulary of eighty-six Demotic
words or word groups matched with their Greek translation;
most are correct. However, the phonetic values he ascribed
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to the Demotic signs are not as a rule felicirous, and accord-
ingly his Coptic cognates are generally mistaken. In 1816 he
announced further discoveries made from rtexts other than
the Rosetta Stone. He had matched long Hieroglyphic and
Hieratic passages on papyri of the Book of the Dead, thus
demonstrating the relationship between the pictorial and cur-
sive forms of the wrting. He proved (what others had pre-
viously suspected) that the cartouches enclosed royal names.
In the papyri he noted variants in which certain signs could
be replaced by other signs with the same phonetic values.
Thus, Young established the principle of homophony. But
Young’s greatest contribution was his proof that the script
was essentially phonetic and not philosophical, mystical, or
symbolic.

Endowed with the spirit of a pioneer, Young was the first
person to attempr the decipherment of the Hieroglyphic ver-
sion of the Rosetra Stone. Assuming that the hieroglyphs for
writing names of Greek origin had to be phonetic, he matched
the opening seven signs in the recurring cartouche with
Ptolenaios (“Prolemy”) in the Greek. The Egyptian scribes

h 1 h :( ]
group t DS»ES!.E'I‘.'IS[’IIS gﬂqur

However, we shall string them out in a straight line and assign
numbers to them:

DRSO dk sie— 44 [

I 2 3 4 5 T i
By matching these signs with Prolemuaios, Young proposed
the following phonetic values: 1 =p, 2 = ¢, 3 (zero value),
4 = ole, s =ma, 6 =i, 7 = 0s. We still render Nos. 1 and z
the way Young did. He was wrong only abour No. 3, which
has the value 0. He was partly right regarding the rest: 4 has
the value I; we now transliterate sasm, 6asy,and 7 as 5.
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On another monument, Young correctly identified the

cartouche (g ﬁ Iy }. i] as “Berenice.” To

simplify the decipherment, we set the signs in a straight line
and number them:

B = ~ 4 B ™ o O

I 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Young's identifications were basically correct, but to facilitate
matters, we shall assign the values we now know to be right:
1=l =7 —n,4=9,5=4k6=",7=1t" 8= (EGG
serving as determinative for feminine names).”

Young's demonstration that Egyptian writing is phonetic
may be considered the rudimentary foundation of scientific
Egyptology. His correct conclusions were inevitably mingled
with errors, but this does not diminish his achievement.

In 1815 J. W. Bankes excavated at Philae a granite obelisk
inscribed with a Hieroglyphic inscription on all four surfaces.
He also found nearby the base block on which it may possibly
have been set. The block, which carries three different bur
related Greek inscriptions, names Prolemy IX (Euergetes 18]
and his wife, Cleopatra. None of the three Greek inscriptions
corresponds to the Hieroglyphic inscription.’” Nevertheless,

® In older stages of the Egyptian language, the ending of feminine substan-
tives was —f. In larer times, owing to a phonetic shifr, the final -¢ was
dropped, though it continued to be written as historic spelling (compare the
French deigt “finger,” which is pronounced diza, but the g and ¢ are written
historically, recalling the Latin origin of the word: digitus). Accordingly,
final -1, even though unpronounced, became 2 kind of graphic indicator of
feminine names (including foreign ones like Berenice and Cleopatra).

* In effect we have two feminine determinatives (the - and the gce) without
any phonetic value here.

10 E A, Wallis Budge, The Decrees of Mempbis and Canopus (London: Ke-
gan Paul, Trench, Tritbner, 1904}, 3 vole: see 1, 135-59, for the Greek and
Hieroglyphic inscriptions on the Philae obelisk and base block.
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the Hieroglyphic inscription includes a pair of cartouches, the
first of which contains “Prolemy” as inscribed on the Rosetta
Stone. In 1818 Bankes rightly took the other cartouche to
contain the name of Cleopatra. The cartouche appears thus:

O =
(.{I 4 E F= ?ﬁ\ Q J We shall number the signs as

follows:

Ae=q § o ﬁﬂc'ﬁ "2 ) e
1 s L S R e R 10, « IX

From the values established through the decipherment of the
cartouches of Prolemy and Berenice, we know that 2 =/, 4 =
o, § = P, 8 = r, while 10, which is the ¢ sign, appears here only
because the name is feminine and 11 is the determinative for
feminine names. Accordingly, we have the following skeleton:
(1)L(3)OP(6) (7)R(g), and since the name is “Kleopatra,”
1 =k, 3=c¢,and 6 and 9 = a. There is an apparent problem
concerning 7, which must equal ¢, even though a different
letter for ¢ occurs as the second sign in the name “Prolemy.”
Here we are confronted with the problem of homophony:
different signs standing for the same sound.

In January, 1822, the text with Bankes’s identification was
transmitted to Champollion, who soon afterwards made use
of it in his decipherment of Egyptian. Unfortunarely, the
question of priority in such matters is a touchy subject, and
we have anticipated the detailed decipherment of Cleopatra’s
name in order to stress Bankes’s important identification made
before the great breakthrough by Champollion, later in 1822,

The Frenchman destined to go far beyond Young’s Egyp-
tological discoveries was Jean Frangois Champollion, born at
Figeac, in the Department du Lot, on December 23, 1790. He
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was a child prodigy who, at the age of eleven, decided that he
would decipher the Hieroglyphic inscriptions. By his twelfth
year he had begun the study of Hebrew and Arabic. As a
teen-ager in Grenoble he studied ancient history, Coptic, and
various scripts that might someday help him reveal the secrets
of the Rosetta Stone. He became professor of history at the
Lyceum of Grenoble at the age of eighteen. For polirical rea-
sons he lost a series of posts and in 1820 found refuge with his
older brother, Jacques Joseph Champollion-Figeac, an arche-
ologist, who ever encouraged Jean Frangois during the latter’s
life and subsequently edited his posthumous publications.

So strong was Jean Frangois's dedication to his Egyptolog-
ical dream that he continued his Egyptian and Coptic studies
unflaggingly during those stormy years. Equipped with a
thorough knowledge of Coptic and Egyptian history, he was
ready to make his epochal contributions. Thanks to his study
of the Roserra Stone and numerous other Egyprian inscrip-
tions, he was able (in a brochure published in 1821) to trans-
pose a Demotic or Hieratic or Hieroglyphic text into either
of the other two. New texts were turning up, and there was
enough source material to go ahead.

I is interesting to note that the outstanding orientalist of
France, A. 1. Silvestre de Sacy (1758-1838), tried to dissuade
Champollion from attempring to decipher Hieroglyphic Egyp-
tian and conceived a dislike for the student who was to eclipse
him." De Sacy, who was generous in such matters to Aker-
blad and Young, lost no love on the most promising student

1 Jbid., p. 115 (for De Sacy’s attempt to dissuade Champollion from attempt-
ing to decipher Egyprian} and pp. 68 and yo-71 (for De Sacy’s denigrarion
of Champollion’s ability and intellectual honesty). On the surface, however,
De Sacy and Champollion kept up appearances, so that in Champollion’s
hour of triumph, the younger man could pay open tribute to the elder, who
in turn could reciprocate with accolades in public.
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he ever met. De Sacy was not only learned; he was also ac-
complished, but he lacked the qualities that a pioneer must
have for scoring any primary breakthrough, and was not big
enough to encourage them in one of his own students.

Until nearly the end of 1821 Champollion did not extricate
himself from the fallacy that the hieroglyphs were symbolic.
So deeply ingrained was this error that he thought the lion
(which merely stands for the letter /) in Ptolemy’s cartouche
symbolized war because p(t)olemos (the root of Prolemy’s
name) is the Greek word for “war.” At long last, on December
21, 1821, he abandoned the false notion of symbolism and
concluded thar the script must have phonetic signs. He real-
ized this from a simple count, which showed that there are
about three times as many hieroglyphs as words in the Greek
and therefore the hieroglyphs must include phonetic signs.
He soon identified a number of Greek and Latin names and
titles in their Hieroglyphic transcription, which enabled him
to enlarge the list of phonetic values. Let us examine a few of
them ro see how the work was done:

The cartouche G '.%__?_, (14 — ] has these
signs:

NS R SRR S B TR

From the cartouches of Prolemy, Berenice, and Cleoparra,
we know that 1 =a,2 =1, 4 =5, 5 = a vowel like 56—,
7=t and 8 =r. The skeleton of the name js Al-sentr-,
which Champollion idenrified with “Alexander” in jts Greek
form “Aleksandros.” Therefore, 3=k, s =a (even though
it corresponds to e elsewhere), and 7 =d (though it corre-
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sponds to Greek t elsewhere), while ¢ was another s (in ac-
cordance with the homophonous nature of the script).

The cartouche ( < 44 45‘_:1 was now quite simple

to identify.
1 2 3 + 5

= kysrs = Kaisaros, the Greek form of “Caesar.”
The cartouche containing

A C = C B == <F=
Rt oy o w6 g o8

could now be read (a) (2)(t/d) (4) (k/g) (I/r) (¢/d) (I/7).
Since 2 and 4 are the same sign, Champollion correctly identi-
fied this group as autokrator (the Greek royal ttle) with 2
and 4 representing w/u/o.

Identifying ?1 fn . with Hadrian(os), we have
-
3
;

@ a 20 s —H

1 z 4 5 f
t/d n s
Champollion saw that 1 = b and 4 = some sound like ia.

In texts of the Prolemaic and Roman periods, Champollion
also identified the Hieroglyphic form of the royal Greek title
Sebastos and of the names of Roman emperors such as Tiber-
ius, Domitian, Trajan, and Antoninus as well as of Ger-
manicus. But all the decipherment was so far limited to the
final stage of Hieroglyphic writing in Greco-Roman times.

Until September, 1822, Champollion still felt that perhaps
only foreign names and titles were written phonetically. How



FORGOTTEN SCRIPTS

34

were the native names of the old Pharaohs written? It was
on September 14, 1822, that he succeeded in answering this
question. Now that he could pronounce at least some of the
signs, he turned to cartouches from the older periods, long

before the Grecks and Romans. Thus, he noted ? m (‘ l

in a cartouche from a rock temple ar Abu Simbel. The last
two signs he could read as -s5 and the circle he identified as
the “sun,” which is pronounced re in Coptic. Could the series
Re—ss stand for Ramses? All doubts were dispelled when he

turned to another cartouche ( /_ta fh p] with the ibis

of Thoth, so that this Pharaonic name could only be Thothmes.
Then in the Roserra Stone Champollion noted that m p

occurred in a group corresponding to gemethlia “birthday
celebrations™ in the Greek, tying in with Coptic misi, mose
“to give birth.” The bartle was won. The phonetic system
was clear, and the linguistic relationship of Hieroglyphic and
Copric Egyptian was established. From that day on, progress
was assured, and the present stage of Egyprology—with all its
great corpora of texts, dictionaries, grammars, histories, and
innumerable special studies—was only a matter of time and
labor.

On September 27, 1822, Champollion notified the Academy
of Paris that he had succeeded in deciphering Egyptian, in his
famous Lettre @ M. Dacier relative i Palpbabet des biéro-
glyphes phonétiques. He read the letter before the Academy
on September 29 but omitted many of his most important
observations, including his identification of the names of
Ramses and Thothmes. These and many other points were
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first published in his remarkable Précis du systéme hiérogly-
phique, which appeared in 1824.

Much of the rest of his short life was spent gathering and
studying material in Iraly and Egypt. When he died on March
4, 1832, at the age of forty-one, he had established the charac-
ter of Egyptian writing (differentiating ideograms, phono-
grams, and phonetic complements), the relationship berween
Pharaonic Egyptian and Copric, and the foundations of
Egyptian grammar and lexicography. Though he started with
bilinguals, he eventually succeeded in translating unilinguals.
His achievement is now self-evident, but for many years afrer
his death his claims continued to be contested.

“Champollion’s brilliant discoveries met with great opposi-
tion, much of it acrimonious and personal, chiefly from schol-
ars reared in the classical tradition, who resented the promi-
nence given by these discoveries to an ancient ‘barbarian’
nation.”** Scholars belong to guilds held rogether by common
opinions, attitudes, and methods. As a rule, innovation is
welcome only when it is confined to surface details and does
not modify the structure as a whole. For this reason, new
interpretations of a problematic word or verse may be ap-
plauded by the very academicians who will stop at nothing
to discredit a breakthrough destined to touch off a major
reappraisal of the entire field. The academic tradition still
produces a plethora of obstructionists to oppose any major
advance that involves the contribution of “barbarians™ like
the Egyptians or Semites to the Mediterranean civilization
underlying Greece and Rome. How incapable these obstruc-
tionists are of appreciating the real spirit of classical literature
is all too evident. A great Greek, Herodotus, clearly perceived

" Encyclopaedia Britanmica (1964), “Champollion.”
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the indebtedness of Greece to ancient Egypt, but his spirit
has not yet penetrated the minds of many who teach his
History. Constructive criticism is still needed in Egyptology;
it was needed even more in Champollion’s finest hour. But
destructive denigration is an unworthy characteristic of aca-
demia, and it is directed with most virulence against those who
are in the forefront of progress.

The opposition to Champollion’s decipherment came to an
end in 1866 when a bilingual stela, in Hieroglyphic and
Demotic Egyptian and Greek, was discovered and published
by a group of German scholars, including Richard Lepsius
(who more than any other person marked the transition from
the pioneering stage to the age of refinement in Egyptology).
The text, known as the Decree of Canopus,™ is the same kind
of inscription as the Rosetta Stone (the latter is sometimes
called the Decree of Memphis). In 238 B.c. the priests, as-
sembled at Canopus, promulgated the Decree, in which they
enumerated the beneficent deeds of Prolemy III and his wife
Berenice and provided for honoring both of them and their
ancestors. At the same time they established every fourth
year as a leap year with an extra day. The style of the Decree
of Canopus shed considerable light on the style of the Rosetta
Stone, which was written in the same rradition over forty
years later. The long and almost perfectly preserved Decree
of Canopus confirmed Champollion's decipherment and added
further source material to the rapidly growing field of
Egyptology. Champollion’s battle for acceptance was won,
but nor until the hero had been dead for thirty-four years.™*

'* Budge, Decrees of Memphis and Canopus, 111, 1-201.

** We should nor paint a complerely gloomy picture of Champollion's strug-
gle. He had friends as well as foes and lived to enjoy some recognition. He
was made a Chevalier of the Legion of Honor and eventually, after grear
oppaosition, Professor of Egyptology at the Collége de France.
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His fame remains secure, while his detractors have gone to
their well-earned oblivion.

The sequel is important but in the context of this book need
not be dealt with at length. Adolph Erman guided Egyptology
in the direction of its present status. He wrote a fine study of
Late Egyptian (i.e., the language after Ikhnaton in the four-
teenth century B.C.), initiated the great Berlin dictionary of
the Egyptian language, produced the standard work on life in
ancient Egypt, and trained a generation of scholars who
brought still greater finesse to Egyptology. The standard text-
book is Alan Gardiner’s Egyptian Grammmar,'® an amazing
work in more ways than one. The author set out to compose a
beginner’s book with graduated exercises from Egyptian to
English and from English to Egyptian. It is divided into lessons
with grammatical topics illustrated profusely with selections
from the whole range of the literature. The vocabularies are
valuable, but the exhaustive and annotated sign list is indis-
pensable. What began as an elementary textbook ended up
as the Bible of Egyprology. Studying Gardiner’s Grammar is
the foundation for a career in Egyptian; no scholar, no marter
how advanced, ever outgrows his need of ir.

Egyptian history is a vast subject in itself. Perhaps the best
treatment is to be found in L’Egypte by E. Drioton and J.
Vandier.” But an earlier treatment is in a way more important:
Egypt is covered in E. Meyer's Geschichte des Altertums™
(i.e., History of Antiquity), which also embraces Mesopota-
mia, Israel, Tran, Anarolia, and Greece. Meyer had a breadth
of knowledge that is becoming more and more rare in an age
of specialization. He not only knew the histories of the in-

5 New York: Oxford University Press, 3rd ed., 1957.
18 Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, gth ed., 196z,
7 Srurtgart: J. G. Gorta'sche Buchhandlung, :nd ed., 1907-37, 3 vols.,
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dividual nations, but perceived their relationships. Egypt is
of great interest in its own right, but its importance lies in its
impact on the origins and development of Western civilization.
Moreover, the decipherment of Egyprtian had an effect on the
decipherment of the other scripts and languages that we are
abour to follow.

Before taking leave of Egyptian, it will be of interest to look
at a Hieroglyphic text with its transliteration and translation.
The selection is extracted from a stela of Sesostris I1I* and
reflects the vigor that made Egypt great:

1= 2 & oo H
ir gr m-bt ph
He who desists after attack

M B ook—~2|[448

sshm ib paw n pryw
is a strengthener of the enemy’s hearr.

2305 32

gnt pw’d
To be aggressive is brave

'® Gardiner, Egyptian Granonar, P- 361.
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Eo e a3 0985 A

bst pw bm-ht
to retreat i1s cowardice.

R =05 H=2MTs IR~

b pw w® 'rw br £5.f
A real poltroon is he who is debarred from his own frontier

B 2R FANEF =L —

o= o a

dr-ntt sdm Nbsrbrnr
the Nubian hears so thar he falls ar a word

frm ol @~ oG A

m wib.f dd bun.f
answering him causes him to retreat.

o e
dt(w) r.f
If one is aggressive toward him

uhéh

dd.f s'.f
he gives his back
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oR sz a

bm-pt.(tw)
If one recreats

==
AV = 3
w.f r’d
he falls into aggression.

e S AR T R e
nrot(t) is mt Sft st
They are not people of worth

{(Zyp-giowIhLy o

buwrw pw sdw thw
they are cowards broken of heart.



GROTEFEND'S
DECIPHERMENT
OF OLD PERSIAN

The same intellectual climate in
Furope that led to the decipherment of Egyptian simul-
taneously produced the decipherment of cuneiform. In 1802,
the very year that Akerblad scored his success in reading
parts of the Demotic version of the Rosetta Stone, a young
German high school teacher cracked the system of Old
Persian Cuneiform.
“Cuneiform” is not one script, but a variety of different

41
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systems of writing with wedge-shaped signs (for the Latin
word for “wedge, nail” is cuneus). Cuneiform was deve!oped
by writing on soft clay with a stylus that ended in a triangle,
whence the triangular nail-head on all of the component parts
of the signs. For certain kinds of texts, such as royal inscrip-
tions on mountain walls, the scribes incised the signs with
chisels. On neither soft nor hard materials did cuneiform lose
its wedge-and-line character. To the end it shunned curves
and never went through any stylistic transformation of the
kind we see in the development of Hieroglyphic into Hieratic
and finally into Demotic. During its three thousand years of
history, the cuneiform signs became simplified and were
formed with fewer wedges, but they never became cursive.

The earliest important language expressed in cuneiform
was Sumerian, with both ideographic and phonetic signs, along
with dererminatives and phonetic complements much like
Egyptian. The Semites of Mesopotamia, who are called the
Akkadians, borrowed Sumerian writing to express their own
Akkadian language. Later, other nations, such as Elamites,
Hurrians, Hittires, and Urarteans, took over the same script
from the Akkadians to write their own languages. But the
Persians during the Achaemenian dynasty (sixth to fourth
centuries B.c.)! devised a simplified system of writing using
fewer than forty alphabetic and syllabic signs plus half 4
dozen ideograms. This Old Persian resembles Sumero-Ak-
kadian writing only insofar as both are cuneiform; no sign
in the one can be pronounced or translated on the basis of
any similar sign in the other.

At a number of Persian and Median sites, trilingual inscrip-
tions on stone buildings and on mountain walls attracted the

' For the historic background of ancient nations discussed in this book, see C.
H. Gordon, The Ancient Near East {New York: Norton, 1965).
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attention of European travelers. All three versions are in
cuneiform, but unlike the trigraphic Rosetta Stone, none of
the three cuneiform scripts could be read. Accordingly, the
decipherers of cuneiform had to undertake, so to speak, the
solution of an equation with three unknowns and no knowns.
It is therefore necessary for us to trace the rediscovery of the
essential elements of information that led to the decipherment
of Old Persian Cuneiform in 1802, which in turn made it
possible to decipher Sumero-Akkadian Cuneiform and push
back history in western Asia by two millennia.

There are not as many references in ancient Greek literature
to cuneiform as there are to Egyptian hieroglyphs. Herodorus,*
however, states that Darius set up two columns at the Bos-
phorus—one with Assyrian letters, one with Greek letters.
The grammmata assyria (*“Assyrian letters”) of Herodotus can
only mean cuneiform. But for all intents and purposes the very
existence of cuneiform was forgotten in the mainstream of
European culture.

In the Age of Discovery that followed the Renaissance, a
succession of Europeans began to visit the Persian sites where
the Achaemenian and later Persian rulers left inscriptions and
sculptures in the living rock. In 1472 Giosafat Barbaro was
dispatched to Persia as the Venetian ambassador. He visited
Persepolis (the capital built mainly by Darius and Xerxes),®
the nearby site of Naqsh-e-Rustam (a veritable outdoor mu-
seum of Achaemenian and Middle Persian antiquities), and
the earlier Achacmenian capital of Pasargade, where Cyrus
the Great had ruled. It was not until 1545, however, that
Barbaro’s Viagi fatti da Vinetia alla Tana was published.

* History, 4:87.
3 In this book “Darius” (521-485 B.c.) and “Xerxes” (485-465 B.C) always
refer to “the First” kings of those names.
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The first European to write about the cuneiform inscrip-
tions was Pietro della Valle, who discussed them in a letter
sent from Shiraz in 1621 to a friend in Naples. The letter
includes his copy of five Old Persian Cuneiform signs.

Jean Chardin (1643-1713) visited Persepolis and other sites
in 1666, 1667, and 1674, although his Voyages (published in
Amsterdam) did not appear until 1711. He opposed the com-
mon view that cuneiform was not writing at all but simply
decorarion. Chardin was the first modern author to study the
inscriptions carefully, to publish a complete text in all three
versions (Old Persian, Elamite, and Babylonian), and to
provide a good description of the Nagsh-e-Rustam texts. He
decided, correctly, that cuneiform goes from left to right.

Engelbert Kampfer (1651-1716), who visited Persepolis
in 1686, described the signs as “cuneatae” (i.e., “cuneiform”),
thus giving the script the name by which it is now known.

The man who made enough source material available for
the decipherment of Old Persian was Carsten Niebuhr (1733~
1815) from Danish Holstein. He was first drawn roward the
study of mathemarics, but he also devoted himself to Arabie,
That language helped qualify him to join the expedition sent
by Frederic V of Denmark in 1761 to explore Arabia. This
assignment enabled him to travel in Egypt, Syria, Palestine,
and Arabia as far south as Sanaa. In 1762 and 1763 several
members of the expedition died. In 1764, Niebuhr and the
expedition surgeon sailed for Bombay. During the voyage
the surgeon died, leaving Niebuhr as the only survivor of
the expedition. After spending fourteen months in Bombay,
Niebuhr set out on a series of travels in Persia and Meso-
potamia. Early in March, 1765, he went to Persepolis, where
he spent three weeks surveying the site, making ground plans
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of the buildings, and copying inscriptions. It was his clear
copies that made the decipherment possible. In 1788 he pub-
lished correct and complete copies of several important tri-
linguals of Darius and Xerxes, some long and some published
for the first time. He recognized that three different systems
of writing were involved.

In 1798, Olav Gerhard Tychsen (1734-1813), an oriental-
ist from Rostock, was the first to make use of Niebuhr's copies.
He recognized that a divider separated words in the first
system (which we now know to be the Old Persian), and
correctly assumed that the systems of writing expressed three
different languages.

In 180z a Danish scholar, Friedrich Miinter (1761-1830),
correctly ascribed the trilinguals to the Achaemenian kings.
He independently recognized the word-divider in the first
version and suggested it was alphabetic, while the second
version was syllabic and the third ideographic. While not
entirely correct, this observation was, on all three counts, a
step in the right direction. Miinter deduced from the parallel
repetitions in the three versions thar all three dealt with the
same subject matter. He also spotted the signs designating
“king” and “king of kings.”

The successful and complete decipherment of Old Persian
required the knowledge of some closely related language. We
have seen how Coptic provided the linguistic data required
for the recovery of the old Egyptian language. But the
situation in Iran was not the same as in Egypt, where the
native Coptic Church still preserves the Egyptian language in
Greek letters. When Alexander the Great destroyed the
Achaemenian Empire (331-330 p.c.), Achaemenian civiliza-
tion—script and all—was doomed. Later, when the Parthians
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and Sasanians ruled Iran, they wrote the Persian language in
letters derived from the Aramaic alphabert. It is true thar the
Zoroastrians of Iran preserved very ancient Persian writings,
the Zend-Avesta, but with the Arab conquest, the Iranians
were steadily converted to Islam, so that today there is only a
tiny (but respected) Zoroastrian minority in Iran. The Zoroas-
trians who fled to India are now called the Parsees, a prosper-
ous and educated minority that has retained its identiry and
perperuated a knowledge of the ancient Zoroastrian scriptures
in Persian. The sirvation required that European scholars
master the Zend-Avesta from Parsee teachers in India and
make that language available to the orientalists who would
some day elucidate the Old Persian Cuneiform inscriptions.

Abraham Hyacinthe Anquetil-Duperron (1731-1801) went
to India, where he studied Persian under Parsee teachers and
prepared a translation of the Zend-Avesta. On returning to
France, he revised and published the translation in 1771, in-
cidentally providing the linguistic basis for getting at the Old
Persian Cuneiform texts.

The towering figure in oriental studies was Silvestre de
Sacy, who played a role, as we have seen, in the beginnings
of Egyptology. In 1793 he published his Mémoires sur diverses
Antiquités de Perse, in which he published some short Pehlevi
(Middle Persian) inscriptions of the Sasanian kings at Nagsh-e-
Rustam. By using the Greek version of bilinguals, he was able
to decipher the Pehlevi original in which the king would call
himself “A., the grear king, the king of kings, the king of
Iran and non-Iran, the son of B., the great king. . ..” We may
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now turn to the pioneer who used this and other collateral
information to score the breakthrough.

Georg Friedrich Grotefend (1775-1853), a high school
teacher in Gotringen, loved to solve cryptograms. In 180z,
when the challenge of deciphering ancient scripts was very
much in the cultural atmosphere, Grotefend tried his hand
at Old Persian. Although he was not an orientalist, he had
studied philology and had the knack of ferreting our the
essential collateral information required for solving problems.

Inspired by De Sacy’s translation of the royal Pehlevi
formulas, Grotefend assumed that the latter followed an Old
Persian tradition. He had correctly decided that the first
version of the trilinguals should be in the native language of
the Achaemenian kings. The Old Persian signary, which has
fewer different signs than the other two, requires more signs
to write the same text than the other two systems. In fact,
there are sometimes as many as ten signs berween word-
dividers in the Old Persian. All this led Grorefend to guess
that the script was alphabetic (for it is more likely that words
have ten alphabetic letters than ten syllables). Actually the
Old Persian system is a compromise between an alphabet and
a syllabary, but Grotefend was close enough to the truth ro
achieve a notable measure of success by comparing two
different but typologically related inscriptions published by
Niebuhr. The relation was clear to Grotefend from the
recurrence of words and phrases in the same sequence. To
bring this out, we shall align the two texts in parallel columns
and indent the words thar are identical in both texts:
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In normal English these texts are to be translated:

Darius, the great king, the Xerxes, the great king, the
king of kings, the king of king of kings, the son of King
countries, the son of Hystas- Darius, the Achaemenian.

pes, the Achaemenian, (is the

one) who buile this palace.

Applying the Sasanian formula (“A., the great king, the
king of kings, the king of Iran and non-Iran, the son of B.,
the great king, . . .”), Grotefend saw in line 1 the name of
the respective king and in lines 2—5 his title “grear king, king
of kings.” Accordingly, in lines 2, 4, and 5 there is the word
for “king”; the longer form in line 5 should contain the suffix
of the genitive plural (“of kings”). The word in line 10
should mean “son,” for the formula requires the king’s pater-
nity. Since in text 2 the word for “king” occurs in line ¢
(just before “son™), line 8 must contain the name of the
king’s father. In text z, the king’s father is none other than
the king (genitive) whose name appears as the king (nomina-
tive) in the first line of text 1. But the name of the latter's
father (text 1, line 8) is not followed by the ticle “king.”
Therefore, text 2 was written for the son of the king for
whom text 1 was written. But the king in text 1 was not the
son of a king. Who could the king in text 2 be?

Grotefend decided on King Xerxes, son of King Darius,
son of Hystaspes (for Hystaspes is never given the title of
king by Herodotus). This conclusion is supported by the
fact that “Darius” and “Xerxes” are of about the same length
(six lerrers in Greek, seven in Old Persian), while “Hystaspes”
is longer (nine in Greek, ten in the O.P. genitive). There-
fore, text 1:1 conrtains the name “Darius” in the nominative
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and text 2:8 contains the same name in the genitive, while
text 2:1 contains “Xerxes” in the nominative. Text 1:8 thus
contains the genitive form of the name of Darius’s father
Hystaspes, who was not a king.

By operating with what he considered to be the Old
Persian forms of Hystaspes, Darius, and Xerxes and by as-
suming that the script was an alphabet, Grotefend got the
following ph-:m:ric values, which we shall compare with the
transliteration currently used:

(GROTEFEND'S CoRRECT
NanEe TRANSLITERATION TRANSLITERATION
Hystaspes goshtasyp vishhttassp
Darius darheunush dsar y o ush
Xerxes kb sh harsha kb sh* y* a r* sh® a

The “correct” (i.e., correct in the sense that it 15 now ac-
cepted) transliteration reckons with inherent vowels, which
may or may not be disregarded in the pronunciation. When
they are disregarded, the signs are used alphabetically, as
Grotefend assumed. Grotefend’s absolutely alphabetic trans-
literation is no further from the correct one than our ab-
solutely syllabic transliteration, and we should not consider
it an error, especially in the work of the pioneer. Accordingly,
from those three names alone he got the right phonetic values
for sh, t, a, s, p, d, 7, u, kb: nine signs, thus laying the founda-
tion for reading the Old Persian inscriptions. He also identified
the words for “king” and “great,” and later, in 1815, he
identified the name of “Cyrus” in an inscription from
Murghab. This he was able to do after a British diplomat who
knew Persia well, James Justinian Morier (1780-1849), iden-
tified the tomb at Murghab as Cyrus's. The native Persians

4823
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had lost all memory of Cyrus, who had made of them the
world’s greatest power, and they artributed his tomb to
Madar-e-Suleiman (the mother of King Solomon).

Grotefend’s task was more difficult than the decipherment
of Egyptian, where an intelligible Greek translation provided
the key. The decipherment of Old Persian was the work of a
genius who sniffed our the few essental texts and facts to
solve with directness and economy of material and time a
problem that seemed incapable of a solution.

On September 4, 1802, Grotefend presented his paper with
the solution to the Gottingen Academy. The Academy did
not consider it worth publishing and printed only a short
notice about it. Silvestre de Sacy displayed more intelligence
by writing up a full account of Grotefend's decipherment,
including both of the Old Persian texts complete with trans-
literation and translation, for Millin’s Magasin Encyclopédique
(1803). Another derailed report was published in Arnold
Heeren's rather broad study, Ideen iiber die Politik, den
Verkebr und den Handel der vornelhmsten Vélker der alten
Welt.* But in general Grotefend’s decipherment was disre-
garded by the orientalists, who should have recognized its
importance and built upon ir.

Bilingual confirmation of Grotefend’s decipherment was
pointed out in 1823 by J. A. Saint Martin (1791-1832) on a
vase that had been published in 1762 by Count Caylus. The
vase bears a quadrilingual inscription in Old Persian, Elamire,
Babylonian, and Hieroglyphic Egyptian. Champollion had
read the Egyptian. The text says, “Xerxes, the Great King,”
every word of which had been read by Grotefend on the

* Ideas on the Politics, Relations and Trade of the Leading Peoples of An-
tiquity.
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Persepolis inscriptions in 1802. But this bilingual confirmation
of the decipherments of Old Persian and Egyptian did not
dispel the misgivings or indifference of the run-of-the-mill
specialists who so often on such occasions are too obtuse to
know that something highly significant has happened in their
own field.

Forty years afrer Grotefend's death, the world of learning
made amends to the pioneer. In 1893 his manuscript was
recovered and published in full, a landmark in the history of
cuneiform studies. The refusal of the Girtingen Academy
to publish it nine decades earlier is unfortunately not a unique
act of stupidity. Academies, committees, editorial boards and
the like are usually composed of men who are “down to
earth.” To them the work of genius may be indistinguishable
from folly.

In identifying the sounds of twelve Old Persian signs (i.e., a
third of the phonetic symbols), Grotefend had laid the
foundation of the decipherment. The reason he could not
make more headway was twofold. First, he had no access to
the great trilingual of Darius at Behistun. Secondly, he was
not enough of an orientalist to master the growing field of
ancient Persian studies. The completion of the task of
deciphering Old Persian required a knowledge of the Zend-
Avesta and the related Sanskrir language. The nascent dis-
cipline of Indo-Iranian linguistics had an important contribu-
tion to make.

Rasmus Christian Rask (1787-1832), a Danish authority on
Zend and Pehlevi, studied Grotefend’s decipherment and
concluded that the language of the Achaemenian inscriptions
was closely related to Zend Persian, both coming from ap-
proximately the same age. In 1826 Rask read correctly the
genitive plural suffix -anam occurring in the phrase “king of
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kings” and thereby established the right values for the na
and 7a signs.

In 1836 the Zend scholar Eugéne Burnouf (1801-1852)
published his Mémoire sur deux inscriptions cunéiformes, in
which he succeeded in identifying two more signs correctly.
His knowledge of Zend and Sanskrit enabled him to translate
several Old Persian words, of which the most important and
useful was a-da-ma (adam) “1 (am).” Burnouf realized the
importance of the Zend-Avesta for Old Persian studies, and
when his commentary on the Yagna (a liturgical work that
forms the third part of the Avesta) appeared in 1834, its
value was recognized by the scholars in Europe engaged in
the decipherment of the Old Persian inscriptions.

In the same year (1836) that Burnouf’s Mémoire was pub-
lished, Christian Lassen (1800-1876) published Die altpersi-
schen Keilinschriften, which covered much of the same ground
as Burnouf. Both scholars happened to be friends and were in
touch with each other. Butr Lassen had a good idea which pro-
duced outstanding results. Remembering that Herodotus® tells
us that Darius inscribed the names of the nations thar made up
his armed forces upon the pillars he set up by the Bosphorus,
Lassen thought such a list ought to appear among the Persepo-
lis texts. He found one that mentioned twenty-four proper
names, of which he identified nineteen. This enabled him to
increase the number of signs with known phonetic values to
twenty-three. Knowing the Avestan forms of the names was
of prime value to Lassen. From his command of Sanskrit, he
recognized that in Old Persian (as in Sanskrit writing), short
a was not written after the normal series of consonants. That
15, what Grotefend read as ¢, d, r, kb, sh, s, etc., may also

® History 4:87.
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stand for ta, da, ra, kba, sha, sa, etc. The a sign follows only
to indicate long a; e.g., da-a stands for da.

In 1837 E. E. F. Beer (1805-1841) identified two more
signs, while Eugéne Vincent Stanislas Jacquer (1811-1838)
identified six (including the two independently found by
Beer). Although these two men were not able to improve on
the translations of Burnouf and Lassen, the new values they
found helped Iranologists add to the vocabulary of Old Per-
sian.’

The importance of the decipherment of Old Persian goes
far beyond the limited corpus of the Achaemenian inscriptions
in the Persian language. Through the phonetic evidence of the
proper names, the Flamire and Akkadian versions were de-
ciphered in the trilinguals. Once Akkadian was deciphered, it
opened up the vast literatures in Akkadian and Sumerian from
Babylonia, Assyria, and the entire Near East. And it was only
a matter of time for the unlocking of Hittite and other litera-
tures written in the Akkadian system of cuneiform. As a result,
our historical and philological knowledge has been widened
enormously.

Grotefend’s decipherment was destined to be eclipsed by
the work of a different kind of pioneer, Rawlinson, about
whom we shall read in the next chapter. But Grotefend's
achievement stands out as a gem of brilliant simpliciry. Great
thinking is often direct and naive. Such was Grotefend's de-
cipherment in 1802.
© Many of the details concerning the decipherment of cuneiform are covered
by E. A. Wallis Budge, The Rire and Progress of Assyriology (London:

Martin Hopkinson & Co., 1925). A brief account is given by David Kahn,
The Codebreakers (New York: Macmillan, 1967), pp- 912-14.



RECLAIMING THE
SUMERO-AKKADIAN
LEGACY

The towering giant among the
pioneers in cuneiform studies is the Englishman Henry Cres-
wicke Rawlinson (1810-1895). During his school days at
Ealing, he was especially interested in the Greek and Latin
historians. At the same time, he was good in athletics. His in-
tellectual and physical abilities combined to equip him for the
great task that lay ahead. In 1827 he was sent by the East
India Company to India, where he studied Persian, Arabic, and
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Hindustani and gained enough proficiency to become the
interpreter as well as paymaster of the First Bombay Grena-
diers in 1828. In 1835 he was selected for service in Iran as
military adviser to the Shah’s brother, who was governor of
the province that included Kirmanshah (in Iranian Kurdistan).

Though Rawlinson may have heard about what Grotefend
and other scholars had achieved in Europe, there is no reason
to suspect that he had any specific informarion about the read-
ings of any signs in any of the Old Persian inscriptions until
the close of 1836. His indebredness to his predecessors is in
the nature of “stimulus diffusion” rather than of outright
borrowing.

On his way to Kirmanshah he heard about two cuneiform
inscriptions on Mount Flvend, near Hamadan. The natives
still call the texts “Ganj Nameh” (*Treasure Story”) because
of the tradition that they tell where treasure is hidden. From
these two inscriptions, which he copied in 1835 and checked
in 1836, he concluded that one had been written for Darius,
son of Hystaspes, and the other for Xerxes, son of Darius, and
arrived at much the same results that Grotefend had long
before, by treating similar material along similar lines.

After arriving in Kirmanshah, Rawlinson heard abourt the
huge inscription with reliefs on the mountain wall at Behistun,
about twenty-two miles east of the city. He visited the site
often in 1835 and began to copy the text. Toward the close
of 1836, he learned from Colonel Taylor, the British Resident
in Baghdad, of Grotefend’s accomplishment in deciphering
Old Persian. Bur Rawlinson stated that Grorefend’s values
were of no use to him, because he himself had already identi-
fied more signs than Grotefend. In any case, Rawlinson’s claim
to fame is not for making the first decisive steps in the de-
cipherment, for Grotefend anticipated him by a third of a
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century. Rawlinson’s great achievement hinges on his redis-
covering, copying, and deciphering the Behistun inscription,
which is longer and more important than all the other
Achaemenian trilinguals combined. At risk of life and limb,
Rawlinson spent years in copying the text and then used it
not only for the Old Persian bu also for deciphering the most
important of the versions, the Babylonian. Moreover, he did
not keep all the material for himself but ler orhers share in
the decipherment. The text tells how Darius quelled rebellions
at home and abroad and proclaims the might and extent of the
Empire. It is full of personal and geographical names that pro-
vided Rawlinson with the phonetic values of the signs. It also
contains plenty of narrative that revealed the grammar and
basic vocabulary of Old Persian.

In 1836 and 1837 Rawlinson succeeded in translating the
first two columns of the Old Persian section of the Behistun
inscription, totaling nearly 200 lines. He wrote up his account
of the text with rransliteration, translation, and notes for the
Royal Asiatic Society in 1837. It reached London early in
1838. Edwin Norris (1795-1872) sent a copy of it to the
Société Asiatique in Paris so that Burnouf and other French
scholars might read it. They were so impressed that they
elected Rawlinson an honorary member of the Société and
sent him Burnouf’s Mémoire of 1836 and book on the Yacna
of 1833. It was on his paper of 1837, together with a supple-
ment written in 1839, thar Rawlinson based his claim of virtu-
ally completing the decipherment of the Old Persian script
and not, as is sometimes stated, on his fuller “Memoir.™

By identifying the names of Hystaspes, Darius, and Xerxes
in the Ganj Nameh texts, Rawlinson obtained the phonetic
values of thirteen signs, which we now transliterate (with the
! Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, X (1846).
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inherent vowels represented by raised letters) @, a, r°, y°, V",
u, sh*, kb?, o, i, *, s, and p*. Bur Rawlinson remembered thar,
according to Herodotus? Xerxes stated he was the son of
Darius, the son of Hystaspes, the son of Arsames, the son of
Ariaramnes, the son of Teispes, the son of Cyrus, the son of
Cambyses, the son of Teispes, the son of Achacmenes. While
there were only three royal names in the Ganj Nameh inscrip-
tions, Rawlinson suspected that in the Behistun inscription
there might be more. He was right, for the Old Persian ver-
sion starts thus: “I am Darius the Great King, King of Kings,
.. . King of Countries, son of Hystaspes, grandson of Arsames,
an Achaemenian. Darius the King says, My father was Hys-
taspes, Hystaspes' father was Arsames, Arsames’ father was
Ariaramnes, Ariaramnes’ father was Teispes, Teispes’ father
was Achaemenes.” Accordingly, when Rawlinson found a-r*-
sh*-2-X where “Arsames” was expected, he knew that X =
(now rtransliterated #7*). Since a-r'-i-y®-a-r*-m*-Y corre-
sponded in the genealogy to “Ariaramnes,” the final sign was
(now n%). In Z-kb*-a-n-n-i-sh*-i-y", “Achaemenes,” the
first sign could nor represent a (for another sign was already
identified as ), so Rawlinson correctly took it to stand for
ba. The length and character of the Behistun inscription en-
abled Rawlinson to go further than others could with the
decipherment of Old Persian. Copying the text required ath-
letic prowess and considerable daring; deciphering it required
knowledge, intelligence, and perseverance.

In 1839 the Afghan War broke our, and in 1840 Rawlinson
was appointed political agent in Kandahar. He organized,
trained, and led a unit of Persian cavalry, with which he scored
a victory in the battle outside Kandahar on May 29, 1842. His
military career ended by the close of that year, and he turned

® History 7:11.
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down other opportunities so that he could return to Baghdad,
where he would not be too far from Behistun and other sources
of cuneiform texts. Colonel Taylor retired from his post as
Political Agent in Turkish Arabia, and Rawlinson succeeded
him in 1843 wrih headquarters in Baghdad. With two com-
panions he returned to Behistun early in the summer of 1844
and completed copying the Persian and Elamite versions. The
tale of how the job was executed with ropes and ladders, by
gaining access to the narrow ledges made by the ancient scribes
and sculptors, by shifting positions adroitly to evade death—
all this is a hair-raising tale that Rawlinson himself has
described.?

In 1847 Rawlinson returned to Behistun to copy the Babylo-
nian version, which is even harder to reach. It can be copied
from below with the aid of a telescope, bur Rawlinson wanted
to make a paper squeeze of the text—which was particularly
important because that surface was being worn away by ero-
sion from the trickling of rain water. This task was too ardu-
ous even for Rawlinson, but he found a “wild Kurdish boy”
who by climbing like a human fly, fastening pegs in rocky
clefts, and arraching ropes from which he swung from position
to position, “by hanging on with his toes and fingers to the
slight incqualities on the bare surface of the precipice,” and
other feats of daring and skill, set up a sort of painter’s ladder
and, under Rawlinson’s direction, made the squeeze of the
Babylonian version that was destined to open up the whole
field of Assyriology.

The Old Persian inscriptions are of historical and linguistic
interest in their own right, but their great importance lies in

? His account is republished in Leo Deuel, The Treasures of Time (Cleve-
land: Warld Publishing Co., 1961), PP 125-31.
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the fact that their translation was the key to the Babylonian
version of the trilinguals that clarified the vast epigraphical
treasures of Babylonia and Assyria. Although the proper
names provided the pronunciation of the signs, it was the
knowledge of Avestan Persian and Sanskrit that enabled
Rawlinson and other European scholars to work out the
vocabulary and grammar in derail and to translate the texts
correctly. So close is Old Persian to the language of the Avesta
that the erymological method was used with considerable
success. Words with exactly the same sound and meaning
occur often enough in these two closely relared forms of an-
cient Persian. Later in the nineteenth century, fragments of
the Aramaic translation of Darius’s Behistun text were dis-
covered at Elephantine, in Upper Egypr.* Aramaic is a well-
known Semirtic language, but those fragments merely con-
firmed what the decipherers had achieved without benefit of
bilingual aids: Old Persian had been completely solved the
hard way.

As a sample of Old Persian we may note this prayer ex-
cerpted from an inscription of Darius at Persepolis, in cunei-
form, transliteration, normalization, and translation:®

e (L e (B 20 C= U Ul T S e

i wa a wa [ da ba ya a u  wa !
i dalbyaum
this land

* Included in Arthur E. Cowley, Aramaic Papyri of the Fifth Cenrury B
{London: Oxford University Press, 1923).

5 For the Old Persian inscriptions see R. G. Kent, Old Persian: Grammar,
Texts, Lexicon (New Haven: American Oriental Society, :nd ed., 1953).
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MATH N TN 5 % [«
a /

a u ra ma za  da

Auramazdi pattey
may Ahuramazda protect
HEA LT WA X T X W K-
va [ ba e a / ba i 1na a ya a
baca bainava
from (hostile) army

A TN qEH e T R
! ba ca a / du u sha | ya a
baca dushivara
from famine

HmMA «<XwwN T F T

ra. a [/ ba ca a [ di va nopga a
baca draugi
from the lie

“May God protect this country from foe, famine and falsehood.”

The second language of the Achaemenian trilinguals is Elam-
ite. Unfortunatcly. Elamite is not related to any well-known
language, and so etymology is of little help. Yet we know the
meaning of the Elamite version because it is a translation of
the Old Persian in the trilinguals, and one could nor ask for a
better bilingual key.

Since the Elamite version uses 111 signs, the script was
recognized as a syllabary. The absence of word-dividers made
the analysis more difficult, but (as Grotefend noted in 18 37)
male personal names are preceded by a vertical wedge (fol-
lowing the Sumero-Akkadian tradition).

Niels Ludwig Westergaard (1815-1878), who copied texts
at Persepolis and Nagsh-e-Rustam in 1843, had the distinction
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of being the first copyist at those sites who understood what
he was copying. He not only worked on proper names in the
Elamite version, but he was also the first to transliterate an
Elamite passage. Further progress had to awair the publication
of the Elamite version of the Behistun text by Edwin Norris
of London in 1853, which increased the number of names read
from forty to ninety. Thereby most of the phonetic values for
the Elamite syllabic signs were established. Since the meaning
of the text was supplied by the Old Persian text, a grammar
and lexicon could be worked our. However, our linguistic
comprehension of Elamite is still lagging behind our highly
refined knowledge of Old Persian and Babylonian, because
Elamite is virtually isolated linguistically. Moreover, Elamite
never became important outside of western Iran.

A lot of hard and honest work has gone into Elamite, but
its decipherment followed from the real pioneer work on the
Old Persian, while the great importance of the trilinguals
emanated from the decipherment of the Babylonian version.
Realizing this, Rawlinson gave up his work on the Elamire
and concentrated on the Babylonian version. The same may
be said of the two other outstanding pioneers in Assyriology
—the Irishman Edward Hincks (1792—1866) and the French-
man Jules Oppert (1825-1905). These gifted scholars had
already made contributions to the progress of deciphering Old
Persian. Hincks, who happened to be an Anglican clergyman,
also played a role in the decipherment of Egyptian, in which
he recognized the function of determinatives.

Before the decipherment of Babylonian, it was known that
the Babylonian version of the Achaemenian trilinguals was
related to texts of Mesoporamia, examples of which had be-
come known in Europe during the eighteenth century. Thou-
sands of cuneiform inscriptions, on clay and on stone, were
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now to be unearthed by a succession of pioneer archeologists.
The head of the French vice-consulate at Mosul, Paul-Emile
Botra, in 1843 began to excavate at Khorsabad, an Assyrian
capital of Sargon of Assyria, who vanquished the northern
kingdom of Israel in 722 B.c. Then in 1845 the Englishman
Henry Austen Layard began to excavare at the still more im-
portant Assyrian capital of Nineveh.® These and other exca-
vators filled the museums of Europe, such as the Louvre and
the British Museum, with the inscriptions and art of Meso-
potamia. Accordingly, it was evident that the third (ie.,
Babylonian) section of the Achaemenian inscriptions was by
all odds the most significant one, as Rawlinson and others
recognized.

Matching the proper names in the Persian and Babylonian
versions made it possible to work out the phonetic values of
the Babylonian signs, but the process was long and arduous
because of the complexities of the Babylonian system of writ-
ing. First of all, Babylonian has over 300 signs. The determina-
tives and ideograms, which are perfectly clear and helpful
today, posed innumerable problems for the pioneers who were
trying to make sense of them.

Moreover, Babylonian writing is characterized by both
polyphony and homophony. A polyphonous sign has more
than one phonetic value; thus, the TAR sign can be read
(depending on context) tar, kud, bas, sil, and giig. Just as con-
text tells us to pronounce s as sh in “sugar” or in “sure” (and
if we pronounce it s in this word, we would be saying “sewer,”
which has a very different meaning), the ancient seribes (like

®For a recent account, see Deuel, Treasures of Time, pp. g99-124. Layard's
own account, Nineveh and Its Remains (New York: George Pumam, 1849),

2 vols,, is not only important but has a charm that no diseriminating reader
should miss,
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the modern Assyriologists) knew what value to ascribe to
polyphonous signs, depending on context. The script is also
characterized by homophony; different signs with the same
pronunciation. Thus, there are no fewer than nine entirely
different signs with the value of a. (Compare g, f, 5, and z with
the sound of zh in “rouge,” “Jacques,” “pleasure,” and
“azure.”)

There are still other peculiarities in Akkadian writing. In
addition to signs to be read as ba, bi, bu, ka, ki, ku, etc., follow-
ing the consonant-vowel pattern, and as ab, ib, ub, ak, ik, uk,
etc., following the vowel-consonant pattern, there are others
like bab, ban, buk, kap, kan, kub, etc., following the consonant-
vowel-consonant pattern. Therefore, a word like na-ar-ka-ab-
tu, “chariot,” can also be spelled nar-ka-ab-tu, na-ar-kab-tu, or
nar-kab-tu. Moreover, the scribes often enjoyed showing off
their education by writing the same word in different ways
in the same inscription,

In 1850 Rawlinson, after successfully translating a fairly
long historic text in Akkadian, admitred that after he had mas-
tered every Babylonian sign and word that could be ascertained
on the trilinguals, he was more than once on the verge of
abandoning his work when he tried to apply his knowledge to
the Assyrian inscriptions. It takes an Assyriologist who knows
the material to symparhize with and understand the magnitude
of Rawlinson’s frustrations, which repeatedly brought him
to the verge of despair.

In the 1840's Grotefend identified the names of Darius,
Xerxes, Cyrus, and Hystaspes in the Babylonian texts. He also
recognized a group of signs on bricks from Babylonia as the
name of Nebuchadnezzar, although he could not read the
individual signs that comprised it.

In Sweden, Isidor Léwenstern correctly advocated the

£l 1Y
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Semitic character of Akkadian in 1845. The close relationship
of Akkadian to well-known languages such as Hebrew and
Arabic made it possible to use the etymological method suc-
cessfully, provided that it is controlled by the simultaneous
use of the contextual method. It was therefore only a matter
of time until Akkadian lexicography and grammar were
worked out with the high degree of refinement that typifies
them today.

Hincks grasped the nature of Babylonian writing when, in
1850, he stated that no sign ever stood for a consonant alone
but only for a whole syllable. It was he who recognized that
the syllables were of three types (ba, ab, bab). Hincks also
realized that a sign could be polyphonous, and, for that matter,
the same sign could serve as an ideogram, a syllable, or a
determinative. He moreover identified a number of determina-
tives including those that indicate gods, countries, and cities.

The excavator Botta discovered that the same word might
be written ideographically or syllabically. He noted that in
the inscriptions from Sargon’s palace, variants of the same
text confronted him with the same word or name written
briefly via an ideogram and spelled out at greater length syllab-
ically, To rake a simple example: rhe Akkadian word for
“king" is sharru, which is usually written with the single
KING ideogram, but it could be spelled out sha-ar-ru with three
signs. Important contributions can be made by amateurs (and
Borta was not a professional orientalist or philologian) ar an
early stage of a subject when everything is yet to be done, and
the pioneering spirit can by itself produce useful results. To-
day Assyriology is so highly developed that a newcomer, no
matter how brilliant, cannot hope to add anything valuable to
Assyriology before learning the subject at the modern level.
A tyro can hardly identify a new sign, a new word, or a new



Reclaiming the Sumero-Akkadian Legacy

67

grammatical form that is not in the published sign lists, dic-
tionaries, or grammars. Real pioneering is not at home in
highly developed disciplines.

By the middle of the ninetcenth century, pioneers like
Rawlinson and Hincks were able to read and translate Ak-
kadian texts. During the three thousand years of cuneiform
writing, the script had changed considerably. Moreover, in
one and the same period different styles of script were used
for different purposes. For instance, the Code of Hammurapi
is written in archaic characters on a stone stela, whereas a
much simpler form of the signs appears on the clay tablets
from Hammurapi's reign. There are also geographical and
chronological differences in Sumero-Babylonian writing. A
scholar might be perfectly at home in the Akkadian Cunei-
form of the Achaemenian period yet unable to recognize the
same signs in their earlier and more complicated forms two
millennia earlier. Hincks clarified the matter when he identi-
fied as duplicates two inscriptions, one in Old Babylonian and
the other in Neo-Babylonian characters.

The achievement of the pioneers was far from generally
recognized. Scholars accustomed to texts in well-known lan-
guages and in familiar alphabets, like Latin and Greek, could
not always take in their stride the complexities of Akkadian
Cuneiform with its ideograms, polyphony, and homophony.
To settle the matter, the Royal Asiatic Society of London
took a dramatic step suggested by William Henry Fox Talbor,
a mathematician and the inventor of Talbotype photography,
who had become deeply immersed in Assyriology. It hap-
pened that in 1857 Fox Talbot, Rawlinson, Hincks, and
Oppert were all in London. Each was given a copy of a
cylinder of Tiglachpileser I that had just been discovered, with
instructions to work on it independently and submit their
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solurions sealed. When their communications were unsealed
and opened, it was found that their interpretations were in
essential agreement, with the resule that the decipherment of
Akkadian was not only in fact accomplished but also generally
recognized. Even so, not all the denigration and sniping were
over. In 1876, A. von Gurschmid arracked the decipherment
so virulently that a productive Assyriologist, E. Schrader, felt
obliged in 1878 to defend the subject against the artack. What
E. Meyer says of Von Gutschmid can be applied to most of
the destructive critics who have opposed any of the sound
decipherments: “Such distrust concerning the reliability of
the foundations of the decipherment would have vanished
immediarely, if critics like V. Gutschmid had taken the trouble
to learn the first elements of the script.”™

To convey a more concrete notion of how Babylonian was
deciphered, we shall examine a few assorred texts to illustrate
various aspects of the evidence.

The names and the meaning of the following Babylonian
text of Xerxes were supplied by the decipherment of the Old
Persian section (cited as “Text 2” on pp. 48-49, above) of
the same trilingual (with the phonetic symbols now used by
Assyriologists, such as § for “sh” and b for “kh”):

& 4T— & af—H] «— =2

mhi —fi— > — o - § xiNe (= farru)
Xerxes, king

B == =P 184« f

GREAT® (= rabl) kG (=sar) KiNcH (= farrimi)  sow (= mrar)
grear, king of kings, son

" Geschichte des Altertioms (Sturrgare: J. G. Gotta'sche Buchhandlung, :nd
ed.) I, 2 (1g08), pp. 308-9.
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m da— a— ri— ia— a— mwmxiNG (= Sarri)
of Darius, king

T TF M oof 4« Ao

" a—ba—ma— an— mis— si— °
Achaemenian

“Xerxes, the great king, the king of kings, son of King Darius, the
Achaemenian.”

In the transliteration, determinatives and phonedc comple-
ments are raised. Thus, ™ precedes male names; * indicates
plurality; ¢ means that the word it follows ends in -t. The
ideograms are in capital letters. It is interesting to note that this
text gives almost no evidence for the Akkadian language, for
outside of the names, the words are written ideographically.

The complexities of the script were fele by the ancient
scribes themselves. The scholars of Assyria and Babylonia
compiled sign lists, grammatical tables, and other school texts
that have been instrumental in reconstructing the ins and outs
of the subject.

Because so many tablets were found in the ninereenth cen-
tury in the Assyrian capitals, particularly at Nineveh, daring
to the eighth and seventh centuries B.C., the Assyrian script of
that period was adopted as the standard in Assyriological pub-
lications, The important library of Assurbanipal (669-6317
B.c.) at Nineveh contained such a wealth of texts that the
choice of the script of the Sargonid kings of Assyria to serve
as the norm was logical. However, about two thousand years
of Sumero-Akkadian literature preceded the Sargonids of
Assyria. To illustrate the kind of change that took place in a
millennium, we shall compare a law of Hammurapi (No. 102
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in his Code) as written about 1700 B.c. (on the left) with its
transcription in the Assyrian signs of about 700 B.C.:

B2 = BpEH B

F—® K

B0 vkt B H

xp < W P

B o= o

=X 5 Fe |

Ston-ma DAM-GAR (= tamkaruon)
If a merchant

Fesl 2=

@-ma SAMAN-LAL (= famalling)
to a tradesman

<1 BT el

B e = P T

KUBABBAR (= kaspamt) a-ma ta-ad-mri-iq-tim:
silver as a favor

== -.:.E_?T_F < =
Ew g

it-ta-di-in-ma

has given,

T =ER Sal — py

a-far  il- }i- Bu

where he went

= e e

bi- ti- ig-tam

loss

ek =HI =2l

i-  ta- war

he has seen,
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B o % O o o o <fa

gi- gi- ad KUBABBAR (= kaspim)
the principal of the silver

T ~® BIH 2 - el =
HE ood <P dft'rzslrrar--mr

a-1ma DAM-GAR (= tamkarint) ti-ta-ar
to the merchane he shall recurn.

Paraphrasing this law for the sake of clarity, we are to under-
stand, “If a money lender lends money*® to a trader without
interest, and the trader’s enterprise runs into a loss, the trader
need only return the principal because there are no profits to
share.”

The interesting thing abourt this law is the term gagqad-,
which means “principal, capital” invested for profir, dividends,
or a stipulated rate of interest. Literally, gqagqad- means
“head”; the spread of the institution of investing capiral for
dividends or interest from Mesopotamia, via the merchants of
Babylonia and Assyria abroad, has left its mark on the capital-
ist terminology of the West. In West Semitic, Coptic, and
Greek, the word for “capital” is derived from a word meaning
“head.” Latin too reflects the same terminology, for caput
means not only “head” bur also “principal, capital.” Indeed,
our words for “capital” and “capitalism” are derived from
caput. The simplest and most basic definition of capitalism is

® It is legitimate to use the word “money” in order to convey the sense of the
passage. However, coinage was not invented until the seventh century n.c. in
Lydia. Hammurapi (ca. 1700 B.c.) speaks of “silver” with a value determined
by the weight and quality of the meral.
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“an economic system which encourages the investment of
capital for dividends or interest.” The seeds of this system
were planted and spread by Sumero-Akkadian businessmen.
This is instructive because it illustrates thar our culture as a
whole reflects its Near East origins; our indebtedness is not
limited to a few specialized areas such as religion, the alphabet,
and literature. The foundations of our pure sciences and of
our economic system are no less rooted in Mesopotamia and
the other lands whose antiquities are being opened up by the
decipherments.

The reader may have asked himself why the Babylonian
scribe who wrote Hammurapi's Code wrote the ideogram
KUBABBAR, “silver,” when he wanted it to be pronounced
kasprom “silver,” in the excerpt above. It happens that
KUBABBAR is the Sumerian word for “silver,” and at every
turn we see the great impact of Sumerian culture on the Ak-
kadians—in religion, art, writing—to make a long story short,
in virtually everything.

In 1850 Hincks discovered that the Babylonian script had
been devised for another language, and Oppert gave that
language the name we use to designate it: “Sumerian.” The
Akkadians regarded it as their classical language and therefore
taughe it in their seribal schools. To do this, they C{)mpilcd
bilingual vocabularies, bilingual grammatical exercises, inter-
linear translations, etc. For example, there are syllabaries 1n
three columns. The center column lists signs with their Su-
merian values on the left and their Akkadian values on the
right. One such syllabary includes a section with the numerical
ideograms for 10, 20, 30, 40, 50 as follows:?

"From a syllabary in Friedrich Delitzsch, dssyrische Lesestiicke (Leipzig:
Hinrichs, 1912, sth ed.), p- 109,



Reclaiming the Sumero-Akkadian Legacy

73
SUMERIAN SiGN AKKADIAN
=M= « =ff o =l
i, “ten” X e-fe-ru, “ren”
= | << «= E-ITIF
ni-is, “rwenty” XX ef-ra-a, “twenty”
=[f <as << TR
e-e5, “thirty” XXX fe-la-fi-a, “thircy™
W Eham 5 = o1 I¥
ni-in, “forty™ XL ir-ba-a, “forty”
= B v < 55 gV
ni-in-nu-u, “fifry"” L ba-ii-fd-a, “fifry”

The following selection from a comparative Sumero-Ak-
kadian grammarical text illustrates the kind of material that
the ancients themselves have lefr us for reconstructing the
inflections of the Sumerian language:™

SUMERIAN AKEADIAN ExGLISH TRANSLATION

B 1 =T i <=k

in-ld if-qi-ul “he weighed”
By [T <<« —n Jg Jel
in-ld-ef if-qui-lu “they weighed”

0 1bid., p. 112,
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e | Hf
in-ld-g
gy 7 ogF s2s
fm=ld-e-ne

——

By F] —F [T
m-na-an-la

EEm o4l oF |7 ax
in-na-an-li-e;

B o3 =F " ey
in-pa-an-li-e

ESmr 3] ooF 1™ oy zayy

in-na-an-li-e-ne
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AKKADIAN ExcLisH TRANSLATION

== B g

i-fa-gal

“he will weigh”

== BT < JEN

i-fa-ga-lu “they will weigh"

=T I8 < E

if-gri-nl-§u “he weighed it"”

=<1 Jel [ .H

is-qti-lu-su “they weighed it”

= BN g .o

i-fa-qal-fu “he will weigh it"

== BN =Nk JEN

- ¥ - ¥ ¥
1-fa-qd-lu-fu

“they will weigh it"

In spite of the clear evidence for the Sumerian language,
its very existence was denied by many scholars. The Assyrians
and Babylonians were at least known from the Bible and the
classics. But it was too much for some to believe that Assyro-
Babylonian civilization was thoroughly indebted to a still older
culture whose very name had not survived in any Hebrew,
Greek, or Latin document. But how could anyone deny the
straightforward evidence? The negators can always find a way.
Their leader was Joseph Halévy, who maintained thar Su-
merian had never existed as a real language but was a kind of
ancient cryprographic system invented by the priests and
scribes for keeping secrets within their own circle.

Assyriology made a profound impression on Western in-
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tellecrual life because of its direct bearing on Old Testament
history. The invasions of Assyrian and Babylonian kings are
recorded in the Bible. Disbelief in the traditional literatures
had grown to such proportions that many educated men de-
cided that Old Testament history had been largely invented
by Hebrew authors to hoodwink a gullible world. But then
came the cuneiform historical documents with rthe official
Mesopotamian version of the very same campaigns described
in the Bible. It soon became clear that biblical history is indeed
history. Today our ancient history books draw on the evi-
dence of newly deciphered texts, as well as Hebrew and
classical sources. We no longer depend on the Bible alone for
biblical history concerning Mesopotamian kings named in the
Bible, such as Tiglachpileser, Sargon, Sennacherib, Esarhad-
don, and Nebuchadnezzar. We possess their own cuneiform
annals to confirm, modify, and, above all, to supplement che
Hebrew accounts.

This kind of text gave comfort to the conservative mem-
bers of various religious bodies, but there was another kind of
text that was disturbing to them. Seripture, especially in the
early chapters of Genesis, contains myths and legends that
unsophisticated believers mistook for history. The legend of
Noah is a profound document that inculcates the basic artitude
necessary for a united mankind. It teaches us that all men,
regardless of nation, race, or language, are brothers, descended
from one man (Noah) and his wife. It leads up to the remark-
able tenth chaprer of Genesis, which views the entire known
world as a single community of related nations. These are big
ideas that mankind must absorb (as attitudes, not as historical
or anthropological facts) and apply if our planet is to be worth
living in. Bur believers who naively regarded the Deluge as a
historical event were shaken upon learning that the same story
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(albeit devoid of the aspect we have just noted in the Genesis
version) circulated among the ancient Mesopotamians long
before Genesis was written,

The British excavations at Nineveh unearthed the grear li-
brary of Assurbanipal (669—631%8.c.), including fragments
of the Gilgamesh epic, a twelve-tablet masterpiece unmatched
in epic literature until the Homeric epics in Greek. At the
British Museum, a self-educated young man named George
Smith (1840-1876) took a special interest in the Gilgamesh
tablets. He was familiar with the Bible and had a predilection
for the early books of the Old Testament. His knack for piec-
ing together broken tablets enabled him to make many valuable
joins that helped reconstruct the texts. Smith picked up all he
could from his more formally educared associates at the Mu-
seum and absorbed whar could be learned from books and
articles. As a result he developed into a first-class Assyriologist
and, because of his special interest in the Gilgamesh rablets,
became the outstanding authority on Babylonian myths and
legends.

In 1872 Smith observed that the eleventh Gilgamesh tablet
marrated a flood story unmistakably connected with the tale
of the Deluge in Genesis. Floods are well-nigh universal in
legend and myth; but the Genesis and Gilgamesh floods are
related, and there is no doubt that the Hebrew depends on
the Babylonian rather than vice versa. In both accounts, the
flood hero builds the ark and waterproofs it with pitch in
accordance with divinely given instructions. Representatives
of human, animal, and bird life are taken aboard to perpetuate
the various species. The hero determines the availability of
dry land after the flood by sending out a series of birds until
one does not return, thereby indicating the recession of the
waters. The ark lands on a mountain, where the hero gratifies
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the god(s) with sacrifices. The god(s), smelling the sweer
savor, promise(s) never to afflict man with another flood.

Smith’s discovery was announced and immediately captured
the imagination of secular and religious intellectuals in Europe
and America. This was roughly the Age of Darwinism, and
the Western world was divided between rarionalists eager to
tear down Scriprure and fundamentalists who wanted to con-
firm Scripture and repudiate science. Then, as now, there
were also the enlightened few who cherished tradition and
simultaneously wanted to learn from science and discovery
whatever they could to enhance their understanding.

A fragment of the eleventh tablet was missing. Smith esti-
mated its length to be fifteen lines. He wanted to go to
Nineveh and dig it up. The Daily Telegraph of London sub-
sidized his expedition in exchange for the publication rights.
Smith went to Nineveh and in a matter of days found the
very fragment (it was seventeen lines long) he had come for!
Never has an archeologist dug for something so specific or
found it so quickly.

George Smith's discovery of the Babylonian parallel to
Noah opened up a whole era of uncovering Mesopotamian
parallels to the Old Testament, an era which is far from over.
The religious background of Western Europe and America
was such that chairs in Assyriology were founded on both
sides of the Atlantic. Germany took the lead in refining As-
syriology and in training native and foreign students. For a
time, American Assyriologists went to Germany for their
doctorares, starting with the pioneer American Assyriologist,
David Gordon Lyon of Harvard Universiry.'

' See Deuel, Treasures of Time, pp. 132-43. -
** One of the present writer's Assyrian reachers at the University of Pennsyl-
vania was George A. Barton, who had been trained at Harvard by Lyon.
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Assyriology flourishes more than Egyptology, in the United
States and elsewhere, largely because the importance of As-
syriology for biblical studies was stressed and the subject was
thereby made relevant for Western culture at a level under-
stood in America and Europe. Egyptology is just as important
as Assyriology for biblical studies, bur Egyptologists have
tended to specialize more narrowly on their own subject,
which has therefore remained in relative isolation. In the
1920s, an Egyptian book of wisdom attribured to a sage called
Amenemope was discovered and published. Its closeness to a
section of the biblical Book of Proverbs is so obvious and
detailed that it started a2 movement that almost brought the
Old Testament and Egyprology together. Unfortunately, the
chief exponent that emerged, the late A. S. Yahuda, was not
the man who could crystallize the union of the two fields. He
wrote lucidly and well, knew the Hebrew Bible intimarely,
and had studied Semitics and Egyprology under the best
authorities in Germany, bur he was not a critical philologian
and his work became discredited—and still remains so—because
academicians so often fail to separate the wheat from the chaff.

In important matters, Yahuda was often way ahead of his
detractors. He recognized that the correct background for
any given part of the Bible must come from the land where
that episode is ser. The parts dealing with Joseph and Moses
are to be understood against Egyptian background, the Book
of Esther against Persian background, etc. He rightly under-
stood that the Genesis tales with Mesopotamian background
were not (as most scholars then believed) late borrowings
from the Exilic period (after 586 1.c.) but from a very early
time generally called the Patriarchal Age. What neither he
nor his critics realized was that the earliest Hebrews did not
have to be in Mesopotamia to absorb their Akkadian back-
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ground; the latter had permeated the entire Levant, including
Palestine, before the Hebrews had conquered the land. Yahuda
got no recognition for his labors and insights; instead he reaped
a harvest of abuse and ostracism.

While Egyprology tended to remain self-contained, the
revelations of Assyriology led to a powerful “Pan-Babylonian™
movement throughout the West but especially in Germany.
It was sometimes called “Babel and Bible,” implying that
virtually everything in the Old Testament stemmed from
Mesopotamia. Around the turn of the century, even the
ordinary man on the street in Germany was concerned with
Babel und Bibel."® It ran its course and eventually became dis-
credited because of its one-sidedness, but actually not even its
greatest advocates fully appreciated the magnitude of Meso-
potamian influence on the Hebrews as well as on the entire
East Mediterranean. It turns out that Babylonian was the
international language used throughout the East Mediter-
ranean—in Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Anarolia, and
Cyprus. Babylonian inscriptions of the second millennium &.c.
have even been found in Greece at Thebes and on Cythera.

The upshor of the matter is that the faith of our fathers and
grandfathers was shaken simultaneously by the discoveries of
science and archeology. Darwin and his peers came up with
evidence that was seen as challenging the accuracy of the
Creation in Genesis. George Smith and a whole generation of
Assyriologists produced translations of tablets that were re-
garded as undermining the uniqueness of the Hebrew Deluge
and the other early biblical narratives. We and our children
13 The controversy it provoked is reflected in Friedrich Delitzsch, Babel and
Bible: Tweo Lectures on the Significance of Assyriological Research for Reli-
gion (Chicago: Open Court Publishing Co., 1903). Delitzsch had 1o defend

himself against invective and vilification that he abhorred “with profound
disgust” and described as “mental and moral depravity™ (p. 167}
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still suffer from the insecurity and confusion thar resulted from
the rtwofold assault on tradition,

The simple truth is that Genesis cannot be used as a text-
book on geology, any more than The Origin of Species can
take the place of the Ten Commandments or the Sermon on
the Mount. Any enlightened person needs science and tradi-
tion, each in its own place and taken on its own terms. There
is no more contradiction in this than in the statement that to
live we need air as well as food.

The enlightened man must know about the decipherments
and the literatures that they have unlocked. Otherwise, one
can succumb to various fundamenralisms, such as the view
that Homeric epic was an Olympian miracle revealed to a
hitherto benighted mankind or that a revelation on Sinai gave
the first ray of light to a world engulfed in barbarism. To the
contrary, we know that the Bible and Homer are both cul-
minations of highly developed and literate ancient civilizations.
We can understand rthe Bible and the classics only against the
background of their foundations as recorded in the cuneiform
and Egyptian texts and in the monuments associated with
those texts. The value of the decipherments lies not so much
in the solving of riddles burt in the contents and nature of the
texts that they have opened. As a result of archeological dis-
covery and the decipherments, we not only perceive the pre-
history of the Bible and the classics, but we also see how they
towered above their predecessors and contemporaries.

In Germany, Friedrich Delitzsch ( 1850-1923) did much
to raise the level of Assyriology to new heights and trained a
host of disciples. His Assyrian dictionary remained the best
until the grear Chicago Assyrian Dictionary, which is being
published in fascicles. His Assyrische Lesestiicke was the best
reading book for half a century and is still useful. Arthur
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Ungnad, who wrote the most lucid Akkadian grammar, was
another outstanding Assyriologist; in its revised edition this
concise book still provides the best means of learning the
structure of the language.™

Bruno Meissner published a two-volume work called
Babylonien und Assyrien,'® covering the whole range of
ancient Mesopotamian civilization. Newer books have ap-
peared that should be used for bringing the subject up to
date,' but they have not replaced Babylonien und Assyrien
as the authoritative work. Meissner also prepared on cards
the materials for an Akkadian lexicon, which one of the
ablest living Assyriologists, Wolfram von Soden, has proc-
essed for publication; it, too, is now appearing in fascicles.
Less exhaustive than the huge Chicago Assyrian Dictionary,
which is the product of complex teamwork, the Meissner-
Soden lexicon is of more manageable proportions and has
inner consistency because it was compiled by a single au-
thority and carefully revised by another, neither of whom
was subject to outside pressures for alterations or compro-
mise. Von Soden is also the author of the detailed grammar
of the Akkadian dialects, which is indispensable for the
advanced student.'”

In spite of the abundant Sumerian materials—including bi-
linguals and school texts—Sumerian linguistics lags behind

' Arthur Ungnad’s Akkadian grammar has been revised by Lubor Matous
and published under the title of Grammmarik des Akkadischen (Munich: Beck,
1964).

'* B. Meissner, Babylonien tmd Assyrien (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1920-25),
2 vaols,

'“Eg., H. W. F. Saggs, The Grearness That Was Babylon (New York:
Hawthorn Books, 1962); and A. Leo Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia: Por-
trait of a Dead Civilization (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1g64).
" W. von Soden, Grimdriss der akkadischen Grapomatik (Rome: Ponrtifical
Biblical Institute, 1952).
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Akkadian because Akkadian is Semitic, whereas Sumerian
has no close relationship to any other known language. A
Frenchman, Frangois Thureau-Dangin, rendered an outstand-
ing service in translating royal Sumerian unilinguals in 1907
so accurately that he provided a basis for all furure work.'®
His German counterpart, Arno Poebel, was often in polemic
conflict with him on details. Poebel’s Sumerian grammar,
published in 1923,"" was a great step forward in systemarizing
the rules of the Sumerian language. On the other hand, the
transliteration he employs is often incomprehensible ro the
present generation of cuneiformists. Thureau-Dangin’s sys-
tem of transliterating Sumero-Akkadian has prevailed. Poebel
migrated to America and ended his career at the Oriental
Institute of the University of Chicago. It was there that he
trained two of the foremost living Sumerologists, Samuel
Noah Kramer and Thorkild Jakobsen.

The best available grammar of Sumerian is limited to the
texts of one ruler, Gudea of the city-state of Lagash, ca. 2000
B.C., whose inscriptions constitute the most classical expression
of Sumerian. Adam Falkenstein (1906-1966) of Germany pro-
duced a comprehensive study of Gudea’s texts with a detailed
grammar of them, covering the phonology, morphology, and
syntax.” While the general meaning of the texts is clear,
numerous passages are still interpreted differently by the top
Sumerologists, nor is there always unanimity on grammatical
analysis. Sumerian is the world’s first great classical language;

**F. Thureau-Dangin, Die swmerischen wund abkadischen Kanigsinsehriften
(Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1g07).

" A. Pocbel, Grumdziige der sumerischen Granmnatik (Rostock: privarely
printed by the author, 1g23).

#* A. Falkenstein, Granmnatik der Sprache Gudeas von Lagai (Rome: Pon-
tifical Biblical Institute, 1950}, 2 vols.
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its impact through Akkadian has been enormous and sull
reverberates in our culture.

The Akkadian scribes, trained as they were in bilingualism
from the very start because of their Sumerian heritage, were
(unlike the Egyptians) generally ready ro use their script for
other languages and to compile bilingual, trilingual, and even
quadrilingual texts for didactic purposes. An important people
in the Akkadian sphere during the entire second millennium
were the Hurrians. For a while there was a Hurrian kingdom,
called Mitanni, in northwest Mesopotamia. During the early
part of the Amarna Age (late fifteenth and early fourteenth
centuries B.c.), when the Pharaohs corresponded in Baby-
lonian with other rulers all over the civilized world, the
Mitannian king Tushratta wrote a very long letter in Hurrian,
as well as other letters in Babylonian, to Amenophis 1IL
Tushratta was a quite repetitious correspondent, so that even
though his Hurrian letter is nor a bilingual, we know from his
Akkadian letters the things he had on his mind. Besides, the
script of the Hurrian letter is identical with the script of the
Akkadian correspondence and is therefore pronounceable.
The ideograms and determinarives provide welcome clues as
to the meaning of many words.

The slow and imperfect decipherment of Hurrian is due
to the exotic affinities of the language, which is unrelated to
Semitic, Indo-European, Sumerian, and practically everything
else. Meanwhile, bilingual inscriptions in Akkadian and Hur-
rian have turned up and also school texts that hist Hurrian
words parallel to their equivalents in Sumerian, Akkadian, or
Ugaritic (two tablets listing words in all four languages in
parallel columns have been found ar Ugarit). Hurrian texts
written in the Ugaritic alphabet have also been found. And
yet the Hurrian letter of Tushrarta remains the chief source
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of our knowledge of the language. By working with phrases
containing known personal names and by matching up Hur-
rian and Akkadian phrases in the Amarna letters, Hurrian
vocabulary, grammar, and syntax have made some definitive
progress. For instance, ™ni-im-wiu-u-ri-a-as LAND #1is-5i-ir-ri-
e-we-ni-e5 iw-ri-if means “Nimmuria (one of the known
names of Amenophis I11), King (iwrif) of Egypt” and "ar-ta-
ta-a-mas am-ma-ti-iw-wu-u§ means “Artatama, my grand-
father” (known as such from Tushrarta’s Akkadian letrers).
The following are among the expressions in Akkadian and
Hurrian that can also be paired: Akkadian Gop®' Ji-me-ei-fe-ru-
us, “may the gods allow it” = Hurrian Gop” e-e-en-na-fu-us
na-ak-ki-te-en; and Akkadian ki-i-me-e  a-mi-lu-ti-tum
GOD S aomas i-ra-"-ami-fu, “‘as mankind loves the Sun” = Hurrian
i-n-ti-me-e-mi-i-in “*Si-mi-gi tar-Su-an-nis . . . ta-a-ti-a. In
the latter pair, Hurrian inu = Akkadian kiné, “as”; Hurrian
Shimigi = Akkadian Shamash, “Sun (god)”; Hurrian tariu-
anni- = Akkadian amélitum, “mankind”; Hurrian tat- — Ak-
kadian rd’@mm, “to love” 2

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, scholars such as
Peter Jensen and Daniel G. L. Messerschmidt laid the founda-
tions for interpreting Hurrian texts by matching such Ak-
kadian and Hurrian equivalent phrases and then proceeding
from the known Akkadian to the unknown Hurrian. Bit by
bit many lexical and grammatical derails have been squeezed
out of numerous texts, but the specialized nature of the latrer
and the lack of relationship with a well-known linguistic
! See Johannes Friedrich, Extinct Lamguages (New York: Philosophical
Library, 1957), pp. 79-81. (The second edition of the original German book
Entsifferung verschollener Schriften und Sprachen [Heidelberg: Springer-
Verlag], appeared in 1966.) The latest comprehensive trearment of Hurrian

is Frederick William Bush, A Grawmmar of rthe Hurrian Language (Ann
Arbor, Mich.: University Microfilms, 1065).
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family leave us with an inadequate knowledge of the language.
We have, for example, grammars of Hurrian that give learned
discussions of grammarical features, but when a new Hurrian
text is found, it is only with the greatest difficulry thar the
best-qualified scholars can eke out the meaning of even a
fraction thereof.

Armenia nurtured an ancient civilization. Its iron and
copper mines were important in a world thar needed metals
for its technology and daily life. The biblical flood story has
Noah'’s Ark landing on the Mountains of Ararat® (= Urartu,
as Armenia is called in the cuneiform records). This can only
mean that Armenia was considered an important center when
the Genesis Deluge account was formulated. Located in the
mountains where Turkey, the Sovier Union, Iran, and Iraq
now meet or come near each other, Armenia was in a position
to resist the onslaught of the Assyrian armies more successfully
than many of the other targets of Assyrian imperialism.
Indeed, from the ninth through the seventh century B.C.,
Urartu was the most effective rival of Assyria, and until 714
B.C., when Sargon of Assyria invaded and weakened Urartu,
the Urarteans were the rivals of the Assyrians in claiming to
be the world’s leading power.

Around 1000 B.c. the Hurrians disappeared from the scene
at large except in Urartu, where they held on down to the
general upheaval associated with the Scythian invasion around
600 B.c. Urartean is fairly closely related to Hurrian. There
are abour 200 Urartean inscriptions from Turkey, Iran, and
the Soviet Union, including two Akkadian-Urartean bilingual
stelas. Additional clues to the meaning come from the ideo-
grams and determinatives that are found in the Sumero-
Akkadian system used for writing Urartean. The limited

2 Genesis 8:4.
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scope and character of the texts, combined with the fact that
the language is related only to the imperfectly known Hur-
rian, leave us with an all-too-sketchy lexical and grammatical
picture of Urartean.* Work on the subject is fully justified,
no matter how lean the pickings may be. Urartu, after all,
was one of the two leading nations in the Near Fast for over
a century. Too little is known about it. Whatever we can
learn about the Urarteans and their language is likely to be
more important than the casual observer might expect.

Outside of Sumerian and Akkadian themselves, the most
important language written in their scripe is Hittite, which is
discussed in the next chapter.

** Friedrich, who has done detailed work on Urartean, gives a succiner ae-
count of its partial decipherment in Extinet Languages, pp. 81-8z.



se1TA SToxe. This triple account of the Decree of Memphis

a5 tlu, main key for deciphering Egyptian. The borrom third, being
Greek, was the clue to the two Egyptian versions in hieroglyphic
op) and Demortic (middle) writing. (Courtesy the British Musewm.)




1

A LIMESTONE FUNERARY STELA of Senresew made for him by his
wife Hormes, who is shown with him before a small rable of
offerings. The hieroglyphic text represents the conventional offer-
ing formula. (XVIII Dynasty, Egyptian.) (Courtesy the Brooklyn
Museron, )



A scrme’s woopeN exercise poarp, The Hieratic scripe spells out a portion of
the “Instruction of Amenemmes L (XVIII Dynasty, Egyptian.) (Courtesy
the Brooklyn Museum.)



Iv

THE LOWER HALF OF A LIMESTONE sTELA of the steward of Harl'!or—
Neferhotep, from the Temple of Hu, illustrating Demotic writing.

n, not earlier than XX1 Dynasty.) Courtesy the Brooklyn
Museremn. )



Hammurap's Cope. The seaved figure is Shamash,
the Sun god who is concerned with justice. King
Hammurapi, who promulgated the divinely sanc-
tioned law, reverently stands before the deity. The
code is inscribed on the rest of the stela’s surface.

(Courtesy the Lonwvre. )



Vi

THE TRILINGUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY oF Darius AT Bemistux, “I am Darius
the Great King, King of Kings, . . . King of countries” At risk of life
and limb, Rawlinson spent years copying the text of the Behistun tri-
lingual. At the left are two officers of the Great King. Then comes
Darius himself in heroic scale, facing the rebellious leaders whom he
had to quell in order to reconstitute the Empire. The hands of the
captured rebels are tied behind them. Above the figures is the bust of
the god Ahuramazda ser in a winged solar disc. ( Conrtesy George G.
Cameron. )




VIl

A peTam (the head of Darius) from the Behistun trilingual, shown on the facing page.



A wincep perty pollinating stylized trees, symbolizing fertiliry. This is
an alabaster relief from the Northwest Palace of King Assur-nasir-pal
Il ar Nimrud. (Assyrian, 880 8.c.) (Courtesy the Brooklyn Museum.)
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ThEe Pruarstos Disc, whose pictographs were \tamp-,d on the clay while
it was still wer and sofr, is a forerunner of printing. The Disc is the
most striking inscription bequeathed by Minoan civilization. (Courtesy
the Heraklion Musetm.)




CUNEIFORM AND
HIEROGLYPHIC
HITTITE

The history, language, and litera-
ture of the Hittites are of exceptional interest. Hittite is the
oldest recorded Indo-European language; it is related to
Sanskrit, Greek, Latin, English, and most of the other well-
known languages of Europe. In the second millennium B.C.,
the Hittites were a major force on the international scene and
in the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries rivaled, and some-
times eclipsed, Egypt and the Mesopotamian powers as the

87
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world’s leading nation. Early in the twelfth century, when
the whole East Mediterranean was in a state of turmoil, the
Hitrite capital of Hartusas (now near Bogazkoy in central
Turkey)was destroyed by invaders and never rebuilt.

In retrospect, it is surprising that this great empire, which
was very much in the mainstream of world history, had been
for all intents and purposes lost to human memory. There
are references to the Hirtites in Scripture,’ but it was the
decipherment of Egyptian and cuneiform thar provided so
much information on the Hittites that Orientalists realized
how important the Hittites were. In a temple ar Karnak there
is inscribed a rext dealing with the treaty (ca. 1280 B.C.)
berween Ramses II and the Hittite king Harrusilis TIL. Many
Assyrian texts refer to Hattu (“Hittite land”), as the West is
sometimes called, including Syria and Palestine, The tablets
found in Egypr at Tell el-Amarna since 1887 include letters
exchanged berween the Egyptian and Hittite kings. Gradually
it was realized that the Hitrites had not only been a major
Near Fastern power but had also dominated the land bridge
joining the cuneiform and Semitic spheres to the Greeks in
lonia.

The rediscovery of the Hittites was based on scartered bits
of curious evidence that did not fit into the conventional
scheme of things* By 1870 Egyptian hieroglyphs and Meso-
potamian Cuneiform had left the impression that, before
Hebrew and Greek history, the Near Fast had only two
main elements: Egyptian and Assyro-Babylonian. But very

* Genesis 10:15; 23:3, 5, 7, 10; Exodus 3:8, 17; Deuteronomy 7:1; 20:17;
Joshua 3:10; Judges 3:5; Ezekiel 16:3, 453 cte.

* The routine scholar tends ro be concerned with “normal” phenomena in
keeping with accepted opinion. The pioncer is artracred 1o atypical dara,
whose investigation may lead to new horizons.
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modest indications of a third culture had come to light. In
1812 the Anglo-Swiss explorer Johann Ludwig Burckhardt
(1784-1817) noticed a stone in Hamath, North Syria, bearing
pictographs quite unlike Egyptian hieroglyphs. No one paid
much attention to this until two American diplomats found
it and four similarly inscribed stones in Hamath in 1870 and
published their findings in 1872.%

The man who first associated the Hamarh hieroglyphs with
the Hittites was the Reverend Archibald Henry Sayce (1846
1933), Professor of Comparative Philology and Assyriology
at Oxford University. Exemplifying nineteenth-century schol-
arship, he was grounded in classics and Hebrew. The spirit
of intellectual adventure had led him to the expanding frontiers
of history and to the languages and literatures that were
emerging during the century of the grear decipherments.

In due time, texts with the same hieroglyphs as those found
at Hamarh turned up elsewhere. With the exception of
lead scrolls inscribed in a cursive form of the same script,
found at Assur, the evidence is limited to seals and to stone
inscriptions from Anatolia, North Syria (and now also Thebes
in Greece). Sayce reasoned that those two contiguous areas
(1.e., Anarolia and North Syria) had once been ruled by the
Hirtite kings. Specifically, the hieroglyphs inscribed on stone
were found at Yazilikaya (near Bogazkdy), at the pass of
Karabel (near Smyrna), at Ivriz (in the Taurus Mountains),
and ar the North Syrian sites of Hamath, Aleppo, and
Carchemish. The most impressive are in the our-of-door
mountain shrine of Yazilikaya, which seemed to be the na-

? See the accounts by Ernst Doblhofer, Voices in Stome (New York: Viking
Press, 1961), pp. 150-53; P. E. Cleator, Lost Languages (New York: John
Day, 1959), pp. 115-16; and especially William Wright (1837-18g9), in C. W,
Ceram, Hands on the Past (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1966}, pp. 270-76.
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tional shrine, near what accordingly appeared to be the
national capital buried under a great mound not far from the
village of Bogazkoy. Thus, in a few vestiges of the unde-
ciphered Hittite monuments, Sayce perceived the presence
and extent of the Hittite Empire. His views were, of course,
hotly contested. Most scholars like to have a great preponder-
ance of evidence (and even then there are many who will
not face the facts). Outstanding innovators like Sayce work
differently; they sense the significance of odd bits of material
and generalize from them. If the theory is correct—and the
reconstruction is as important as they claim—further evidence
will be found. Sayce had the satisfaction of discovering the
Hirtite Empire and of having his pioneering views cor-
roborated, beyond his hopes and dreams, in his lifetime.

The Amarna tablets found in 1887 and thereafter began to
fill the gaps in our knowledge, for they include references
to the Hirtites and a letter written by the grear Hittite king
Shuppiluliuma to the Pharaoh. But the Amarna tablets also
include two letters in Hirtite from Arzawa in Asia Minor.*
The script is the Akkadian of the Amarna Age and can be
pronounced. The ideograms and names are clues to the
meaning. The Norwegian Assyriologist J. A. Knudrzon came
out in 1goz with a publication on the Arzawa letters in which
he correctly concluded that the language was Indo-European.
He noted, for example, that e-es-tu, which from context has
to mean “may it be,” is the Indo-European esto “may it be.”
This important discovery was right, and if Knudrzon had had
the courage of his convictions, he would have been the

* The best edition is still J. A. Knudweon, Die El-Amarna-Tafeln (Leipzig:
Vorderasiatische Bibliothek, 19o7-15). A more recent edition is 5. A. B.
Mercer, The Tell el-Amarna Tablers (Toronto: Macmillan, 1939), 2 vols.
In both editions the Arzawa tablets are texts Nos. 31 and 32,
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decipherer of Hittite. When his views promptly evoked sharp
criticism, however, he retracted his discovery and missed his
chance to be the great decipherer for which he was qualified
by knowledge and intelligence, but not by disposition.

A discoverer must not allow himself to be shouted down
by the critics who are ever present to discredit any major
contribution. However stubborn Grotefend may have been
(and he was on occasion more stubborn than necessary or
desirable),