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FOREWORD

By Sir Eiris Miwxs, Litr.D., F.B.A,

Ip it is speech that marks man off from the beast, and the great
discoveries of the use of tools, the use of fire, taming animals, tilling
the ground, working metals are long strides in his progress, the invention
of writing and its improvement into a practical system may fairly
be taken as the step leading directly to full civilization.

It is true that one or two recent writers have cried down writing
as the instrument by which cliques of priests and rulers enslaved the
far more useful handworkers. But without writing these authors could
not have brought this injustice to our attention, and it is no doubt by
writing that they will set it straight.

Be this as it may, the history of writing makes an attractive story;
I have felt the attraction ever since as a schoolboy I read Isaac Taylor's
Alphabet, and for more than twenty years 1 have vearly lectured on
the subject. It is difficult to exaggerate how much it has grown since
his time, many new scripts have been discovered, to severa! of them
the key had to be found, to a few it is still missing. Some ten years ago
Dr. Diringer's great Italian work L’'Alfabeto nella Storia della Ciuvilta,
for me superseded all former sources. Now I welcome the same store
of learning duly increased and recast in an English form.

The whole matter has a special interest as affording the best opportunity
for studying the phenomena of diffusion and of independent invention
and of the mixed process which has been called “idea diffusion,” the
stimulus to invention afforded by the knowledge that a problem has
been solved, though its particular solution may not be known, or may
not be acceptable. By its very nature writing keeps a record of its own
development. Our author proves with a new completeness the astonishing
fact that almost certainly every alphabetic writing of any importance
derives from one source, and the obscure scripts were devised by men
who were aware of the existence of perfected alphabets. This is a
fascinating result; it is so rare in life that so sweeping a generalization
is tenable.

Though he calls his book The Alphabet, our author deals first with
non-alphabetic writings, the great systems of Egypt, Mesopotamia,
China and Central America, and the various ideographic odds and ends,

Xl
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These are all separate inventions, great inventions no doubt, but not
so great as to be unique. It is very interesting to note how close to each
other were the mental processes by which the three great systems were
built up.

Then he clears the syllabaries out of the way, poor half and half things
derived from more complicated scripts without reaching true simplicity.

Finally he attacks the thorny problem of the real alphabet. He bids
us give up our hope that the key is in the Sinaitic script, but will not
say more than that alphabet-making was in the air in Syria during the
first half of the second millennium B.c. We must commend his self-
restraint in not leading us beyond the edge of solid ground.

The writings of Asia, either ideographic or alphabetic, amount to
about a hundred, another hundred fills the Indian world and its derivatives.
No one has explored this last labyrinth as deeply as our author—I am
not sure that many would wish to do so.

The climax is the story of the Greek alphabet and its descendants,
some fifty scripts, the part of the tale which comes nearest to us, But
it has its surprises, we have to accept that our Latin alphabet would
not be what it is if it had been derived directly from western Greek:
to those like me who dislike the Etruscans, it is a grief that we should
have got our alphabet through them; for myself I think it would have
been better without their share in it. To the Etruscans also, through
small neighbouring peoples, it seems that we northern Teutons owed
our runic writing: for many years scholars derived it alternately from
Greek and from Latin—now the strife is over and we can happily credit
the Raetians or some such tribe with teaching our ancestors to write,

Here is the story duly enlightened by a great series of illustrations.
We owe much to the publishers for their liberality in this respect. Taylor
had to manage with some hundred pictures, they have allowed us generous
measure, nearly one thousand illustrations grouped in over two hundred
and fifty “figures.” These enable us to follow the fascinating story in all
its ramifications as set out so clearly and diligently by our author. At
last we have in English a worthy successor to Isaac Taylor.



PREFACE

TuE purpose of this book is to provide an introduction to the fascinating
subject of the history of the alphabet. In the First Part I shall try to give
a historical sketch of the development of the non-alphabetic scripts,
although the present book will deal more particularly with the origins
and development of the alphabet, to which the Second Part is dedicated.
The main problems of the primitive means of communicating ideas,
of the origins and the beginnings of writing, together with a more detailed
study of the non-alphabetic scripts and the development of handwriting,
must be left to my next book on writing as a whole.

Even so, a book on the development of the alphabet of the narrow
dimensions dictated by publishing difficulties can achieve its goal only
if the reader is prepared to accept various limitations. For instance, he
must not expect to find a complete bibliography: had this been attempted,
the space available would have been filled with nothing but the names
of authors and titles of books. Those who wish to pursue the study further
are referred to the bibliographical works cited in my book L’Alfabeto
nella Storia della Civilta, Florence, Barbéra, 1g937. Specific references
have generally been omitted for the sake of brevity and clearness and in
the interest of the general reader; but it must not be supposed that the
debt of this book to previous scholars is ignored.

It is not possible to deal in detail with all the alphabets of all the
modern nations of the world. I shall, instead, devote more space
to less-known problems, to those which present more interest from the
standpoint of the history of writing, to the origins of some single scripts,
to the connection between the various systems, and so forth. Some
chapters may, in consequence, seem disproportionate in comparison with
others, since unanimity cannot be achieved on matters of treatment;
questions which seem most important to one person, may appear
unimportant to others. I shall do my best to simplify as far as possible
the more intricate problems by presenting my conclusions and by
indicating whenever practicable the basic proofs out of which my
conclusions grew. If the general reader will exercise the necessary patience,
he will be able to survey the main documentary evidence revealing the

13



14 PREFACE

development of writing, particularly of the alphabetic scripts used in the
past or in the present day. At the same time, the general sketch of the
subject, the facts presented and much of the interpretation put upon, them
will, 1 hope, appeal to students of writing whose presuppositions differ
from mine, and to all scholars who are specialists in the individual fields
here examined, but not in the subject as a whole. For obvious reasons,
no attempt has been made to give an exhaustive account of all the pertinent
material, and documentation has been restricted to a minimum. Doubtful
material has been eliminated as far as possible, and nothing has been
included which is not strictly verifiable from different sources. Speculation
has been omitted except in some special cases.

On the whole, I have attempted to treat the history of writing on the
same lines as other types of history, but those sections in which too little
is known, are presented as a series of unembellished facts. In some
instances, in view of the dearth of original documentary sources, I have
not felt disposed to indulge in speculation.

A work of this kind cannot possibly be carried out without troubling
many people, and | am therefore glad to acknowledge my gratitude to
all those who have helped and supported me. Dr. L. D. Barnett, Mr.
R. D. Barnett, Dr. E. Cerulli, Miss H. Herne, Mr. G. F. Hudson, Miss
Evelyn Jamison, Mr. A. Master, Dr. M. A, Murray, Mrs. Hilda Splitter,
Mrs. Beauchamp Tufnell, Miss Olga Tufnell and Mrs. K. P. K. Whitaker
(Miss Lai Po Kan) have read parts of my text in typescript and have
made valuable criticisms and suggestions in detail. To all these scholars
I am greatly indebted.

Furthermore, I tender my sincere gratitude to Sir Ellis H. Minns
for his interest and help, not only in reading the proofs of the book
at an early stage, but also for contributing much of his vast knowledge
and experience.

My thanks must also be expressed to the Society for the Protection
of Science and Learning, to the Wellcome-Marston Archaological
Research Expedition to the Near East, to the Institute of Arch=zology,
University of London, and to the London School of Oriental and African
Studies, who have helped me in one way or another.

It is my pleasant duty to express my deep gratitude to the Scientific
and Technical Department of Hutchinson and Company, and especially
to Mr. W, H. Johnson for his unremitting care and attention to the host
of technical problems which have arisen in the production of this book.

Finally, in view of the special technical difficulties involved, due
acknowledgment must be made of the skill and care of the printers,
whose interest went beyond their usual function, and the result of their
expert and patient counsel appears on every page.

As far as possible I have omitted the diacritical marks which have been
devised by modern philologists for use in transeribing various alphabets
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into Roman script. These marks, which serve to indicate the precise
value and pronunciation of certain symbols, consist of points, dashes,
circumflex accents, and so forth, added for instance to the letters g, b, 5, 1,
etc., and so forming the special signs, §, 4, §, {, 5, ¢, and many others.

These diacritical marks are indispensable in learned and technical
works, but they would only confuse the general reader, more especially
since the phonetic values r:prcsentcd by them are not constant; for
instance the value of the Semitic 5 is quite different from that of the
Indian §; and the same is true of other letters and sounds in various
languages.

In the spelling and transliteration of Egyptian, Semitic, Indian,
Chinese, Greek and other words, especially place-names and proper
names, the practice commonly adopted has in general been followed,
but here and there consistency has been abandoned in order to present
to the reader familiar names in their familiar forms. Some spellings are,
for purposes of economy, simplified in cases where no confusion will result.
On the whole, inconsistencies in a composite work like this are unavoid-
able, and the general reader should understand that a quite satisfactory
solution of the problem of transliteration has not been found. Indeed,
I have to admit that after trying hard at an early stage to arrive at some
consistency, | had to abandon the attempt as hopeless, and welter in the
prevailing chaos; in some cases divergent transliterations still cause
difficulties, but it is reasonable to assume that general readers are indiffer-
ent to what experts know, while experts do not always agree as to the precise
spelling. Besides, some scientific transliterations are as formidable-looking
as Chinese or hieroglyphs.

On the whole, the consonants are transliterated according to the
English sounds, while for the vowels 1 use the system, generally adopted,
of transliteration according to the Italian phonetic values, corresponding
roughly to the following sounds: a as in “father,” e as in "'bell,” 7 as in
“field,” o as in “order,” u as in “rude’; the letter ¥ is employed with the
same phonetic value as in English.

It will be found that some practices, e.g. “idea-diffusion,” are not
infrequently referred to in different sections of the book. Indeed, instead
of any attempt to give, as it were, definite description of these practices,
it has seemed better, at the cost of repetition, to give a separate deseription
for each case, even at some sacrifice of strict uniformity.

Smaller type has been used for certain sections of the book, which
contain either introductory and explanatory matter or bibliography.
These are intended respectively for two different types of readers, since
the manual has been planned to serve a twofold purpose. The general
reader will, it is hoped, welcome the information supplied by the notes
on the history of some little-known peoples and on the linguistic and
ethnic problems presented by others. The student, on the contrary,
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who may use the book as an approach to the study of individual scripts
and alphabets, will undoubtedly find in the bibliographies a valuable
aid to further study. Of these, the general bibliography will be found at
the end of the volume, and the bibliographies dealing with particular
subjects at the end of the relevant chapters or of the paragraphs in which
the script in question is discussed.

Lonpon, July, 1947. D. D.

PREFACE TO SECOND EDITION

In presenting the second edition of this book, only a few months after the
first issue, I wish to express my thanks to the public for so unexpected a
favour. The Alphabet, a Key to the History of Mankind, has proved by its
popularity the need for such a work. At the same time, 1 desire to record
my obligations to those scholars who, with their favourable reviews of my
book, drew the attention of the public to this much neglected old-new
subject.

The opportunity has been taken to correct a few errors and to expand
some of the bibliographies, and I must express my thanks to various
scholars, known and unknown to me, who have pointed out possible
improvements; especially I am indebted to Mrs. Beauchamp Tufnell and
Miss Olga Tufnell, to Mrs. Hilda Splitter, to Professors G. R. Driver,
S. H. Hooke and D. Winton Thomas, and to Mr. R. D. Barnett.

If, despite the care taken, any errors have still crept in, letters from
readers drawing attention to them will be greatly appreciated. Indeed, a
student of scripts from all periods and from the whole world must, unless
he is a monster of omniscience, deal with many matters of which he has
no firsthand knowledge. That he has been guilty of errors and omissions
in some of these, he will learn soon after publication, sometimes with
gratitude, sometimes otherwise. I should like, however, to assure my
readers that no suggestion will be considered as unwelcome and will be
reckoned with in the next revision for a new edition.

Camerince, October, 1948, D.D.



INTRODUCTION

Stupy ofF History oF WriTING

How many people try to realize what writing has meant to mankind?
How could there be accumulation of wisdom without its being recorded
in written characters? Af culture isy; as many scholars think,, “a com-
municable intelligence,” and if writing is, as it is, one of the most important
means of communication—the only one indeed which can defy time and
space—it is not an exaggeration to say that writing is the main currency
of man's civilization., Wherever there has been civilization there have
been writing and reading, in the remote past as in the present day. Written
language has become the vehicle of civilization, and so of learning and
education.. Writing is thus one of the main aspects of culture which clearly
distinguish mankind from the animal world. ,

The first and perhaps the most obvious consideration is that the
introduction of the art of writing gives permanence to man’s knowledge.
Without letters, there can be no knowledge of much importance. The
£vidences  for studying the earlier ethical development of ancient
civilization are very scanty, and always indirect, until we reachy the
introduction of writing andsthe production of written sources.; The study
of the history of writing should, therefore, be considered as one of the
more important, perhaps the most important, of the departments of
historical sciencegzand as a clue to the story of human intellectual progress. ;

No wonder that in the past writing was held in much esteem. The
ancient Egyptians attributed the creation of writing either to Thoth,
the god who invented nearly all the cultural elements, or to Isis. The
Babylonian god of writing, Nebo, Marduk's son, was also the god of
man’s destiny. An ancient Jewish tradition considered Moses as the
inventor of the script. Greek myths attributed writing to Hermes or
to other gods. The ancient Chinese, Indians and many other peoples
also believed in the divine origin of the script. Writing had always an
enormous importance in learning and a magic power over the unlearned
peaple, in such a way that even to-day “illiterate” is almost synonymous
with “ignorant.”

Nowadays, however, astonishing as it may sound, the history of
writing is the true Cinderella with learned men and the layman alike.
No such subject is taught either in the Universities or in the secondary
or primary schools; no important museum has thought it necessary to
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offer to the public a comprehensive exhibition of the story of writing.
Although thousands of articles on matters forming part of our subjects
have appeared in hundreds of anthropological, archzological, philological
and other learned periodicals, published in every civilized country of
all the five continents, and in the transactions of various learned societies,
learned books dealing with this subject as a whole are very few and
mainly out of date or incomplete.

In particular, no serious attempts have been made to collect and present
within reasonable compass for popular consumption the vast amount of
matter relating to the history of writing. The author does not claim to
have done this, and he hopes that this book will not be considered as
an exhibition of that type of scholarship which wishes to be regarded
as omniscient and encyclopadic. There cannot, obviously, be much
originality in a book of this kind unless it is in the way in which things
which belong together are brought together and their relationships and
outside influences are classified; it is an effort to put the whole matter,
as far as possible, in its true light. Indeed, the limited number of books
dealing with the whole subject in contrast to the infinite number of articles
treating of some detailed question within it, scattered over an infinite
number of journals, can be explained, partly at least, by the difficulties
involved in the investigation of this enormous field of human knowledge,
the history of writing. As a matter of fact, the subject demands a new
type of historian, a historian who is alike anthropologist, ethnologist,
psychologist, philologist, classical scholar, archmologist, palmographer,
orientalist, egyptologist, americanist, etc.

Although, as already mentioned, the history of writing does not
constitute a subject of teaching in a University or any other school, it
forms the main basis for two important branches of study:

(1) Epigraphy (with its sub-divisions, such as Greek epigraphy, Latin
epigraphy, Hebrew epigraphy, and so forth), that is the science which
deals mainly with ancient inscriptions, including their study, decipherment
and interpretation, f.e., the records cut, engraved, or moulded on hard
material, such as stone, metal or clay.

(z) Paleography (with parallel subdivisions, that is Greek paleo-
graphy, Latin palmography, Hebrew palmography, etc.), which treats
mainly of the writing—including study, decipherment and interpretation
of the texts—that is painted or traced with ink or colour, with a stylus,
brush, reed or pen, on soft materials, such as paper, parchment, papyrus,
linen or wax. The study of palmography is of the greatest practical
importance to textual criticism, to classical philology, to ancient and
medizval history, and to other branches of historical science, whereas
the study of epigraphy has revolutionized our whole knowledge of the
ancient world. Thanks to epigraphy, the last century has witnessed
the rediscovery and reconstruction of entire civilizations, each of them
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beginning in a high antiquity, and each presenting a highly -organized
society.

Certain branches of the history of writing form part of other depart-
ments of learning; for instance, hieroglyphic, hieratic and demotic writing
are comprehended in egyptology, cuneiform writing in assyriology;
the writing of primitive peoples is dealt with by anthropologists or
nethologists, Chinese writing by sinologists, the Arabic scripts by arabists;
the development of Indian writing forms part of Indian epigraphy
and palzography. Philologists and glottologists—students of the science
of languages—deal also with the development of writing in connection
with the language or languages with which they are concerned. On the
other hand, graphology, “the science of writing,” is more concerned
with the psychological and biological points of view than with the history
of writing. See A. O. Mendel, Personality in Handwriting, New York 1947.

The cultured man is also sometimes interested in one- or another
branch of the history of writing. Egyptology and assyriology, including
the study of hieroglyphic, hieratic, demotic and cuneiform writings,
had their “‘good times" in certain periods of the last century; hittitology,
that is the branch of learning concerned with the Hittites (the ancient
inhabitants of Asia Minor and northern Syria) and their scripts, was in
great consideration at the end of the last century and in the first decades
of the present; alphabetology, the new department which deals with the
intricate problems of the origin of the alphabet, had a brief enjoyment
of “good time" quite recently in the U.S.A.

WRITING AND EARLY CIVILIZATION

Unquestionably, while man’s creative and destructive powers have
been developing for an incalculable number of years, the intellectual
progress of mankind developed only at a very late stage; only yesterday,
a few thousands years ago, can it be said that the spiritual human advance
began. It is very important from the point of view of the history of writing,
to stress the significance of this fact. 1t is, for instance, the best argument
against the picturesque theories about lost continents such as “Atlantis”
or “Lemuria,” since there is no doubt that during the whole history of
civilization, the lay-out of the principal land-masses has not much changed.
In consequence, it seems probable that the various peoples and tribes
on the various continents or blocks of continents developed their early
civilizations, including writing, more or less independently.

In the growth of the spiritual human advance, that is of civilization,
the origin and the development of writing hold a place of supreme
importance, second only to that of the beginnings of speech, as an essential
means of communication within human society. Writing, an art peculiar
to man, even more than speech, presupposes language, of which it is in
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some sense a refinement. From the point of view of invention, the
importance of writing is paramount even in comparison with language,
this being not a creation of man, as writing is, but a natural distinction
of mankind., Mankind lived for an enormous period without writing,
and there is no doubt that it was preceded by articulate speech.

For many thousands of years, languages have been developing,
changing and disappearing throughout all the continents without leaving
any trace, because the people who spoke them disappeared and there was
no method of recording them for future generations.

Writing is the graphic counterpart of speech. Each element, symbol,
letter, “‘hieroglyph,” written word, in the system of writing corresponds
to a specific element, sound or group of sounds, such as syllable or spoken
word, in the primary system. Writing is thus the natural method, or rather
the most important of natural methods of transferring speech, that is of
communicating ideas between those who are debarred by distance of
time or space or by other causes, from intercourse by means of speech.
Other, less important methods are, for instance, the different gesture-
languages such as those of the deaf-mutes, and those used at sea or in
the mountains. In other words, writing reproduces sounds, which come
from the mouth, or unspoken thoughts, which come from the brain, by
permanent visual symbols on paper, stone, metal, wood, leather, linen,
or some other material.

Not only has the intellectual progress of man been very recent in
comparison with man's material power; written records have been very
recent in man’s cultural history. However, prehistoric cave wall-paintings
and carving on small objects can be traced in part to the Upper
Palzolithic period; circles and other symbols, full of variety and dis-
tinction, are also found in use in prehistoric ages as property marks
or for similar purposes, but we can hardly see any connection in either
of these instances with the known ancient systems of writing, although
they may eventually be regarded as preliminary devices produced by the
urge to record events or ideas. As a matter of fact, when one is faced with
phenomena of vast significance, such as the creation of a system of writing,
the inquiry into the first causes is extraordinarily difficult, just as it is in
the case of a war or revolution. Even in recent cases it is very difficult,
sometimes, to give an exact date to the origins of these events; in tracing
them back through the past, one runs the risk of reaching back to very
distant times, since cause and effect condition each other and follow each
other in turn. To avoid this, a starting point must be chosen, a birth
certificate, so to speak; anyone wishing to study the history of writing,
must take as the starting point the earliest known ancient systems of writing,
and particularly the cuneiform and hieroglyphic systems. Indeed, there
is no evidence to prove that any complete system of writing was employed
before the middle of the fourth millennium p.c.
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Various Staces oF WRITING

The alphabet is the basis of modern civilized writing, but it has not
always been so and the purpose of this book is to trace how alphabets
came into being and attained their position as a fundamental in the
communication of ideas and the dissemination of knowledge. Much of
this history is controversial and it would be begging the question to refer
to it as evolution. The struggle for life is the main condition of existence
for a script as for other things. The best fitted resists and survives, although
sometimes the surrounding circumstances may bear a greater influence
on the survival of a script than its merits as a system of writing.

If writing be taken for the moment in its broadest possible sense
to mean the conveyance of ideas or sounds by marks on a suitable medium
which may range from stone and wood to clay and paper, writing may be
classified according to its nature and to certain recognized terms. These
terms indicate types of writing and stages of development, but they are
not necessarily chronological. It is a fact that the crudest forms of writing,
both ancient and modern, are non-alphabetical, but these non-alphabetic
systems of writing are not always earlier in time than the forms of alphabetic
scripts. It would appear that various kinds of writing sometimes develop
contemporaneously in different or even in the same parts of the world.
Some of the crudest forms of writing are in use to this day and indeed
have come into use long after alphabets were firmly established and
widely used. The distinction of these various stages of writing is not
always clear or certain.

Embryo-Writing

Man has used all sorts of methods and devices for transmission of
thought: images, symbols or arbitrary signs. Rude systems of conveying
ideas are found everywhere, in use, in survival, or in tradition; many
more have totally disappeared in course of time. Combinations of material
objects and conventional symbols are frequently met. The symbolical
objects are carved, engraved, drawn or painted; so are the symbaolical
or conventional signs like marks, strokes, circles or lines. In these various
primitive devices, whether ancient or modern, we have not really to do
with conscious writing.

Iconagraphy and ** Sympathetic Magic”—Rock pictures

Man began his writing with picture-writing, just as the child likes
to begin, but the first attempts to express ideas graphically or rather
pictorially, were undifferentiated; they could belong to the history of
art or to the history of magic or to the history of writing. Indeed, when
ancient man first essayed to scratch, draw or paint schematic figures of
animals, geometric patterns, crude pictures of objects, on cave walls in
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the Upper Palzolithic period, belonging perhaps to 20000 or 10000 B.C.,
he did it probably for purposes of “sympathetic magic” or for ritual
practices, and not because of the urge to record important events or to
communicate ideas. The same may perhaps be said of the numerous river
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Fig. 1—Azilian signary.
Coloured pebbles from Mas d'Azil, Anége, Southern France, The signs have
not vet been explained

pebbles of the Azilian culture (middle-stone age), painted with peroxide
or iron, with dots and lines (Fig. 1), and of the various geometric signs
or conventionalized figures of men, painted or engraved on stones, termed
“petroglyphs,” of |||L~,t,_:;|.[ithic tombs (neolithic age), and the like, found
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in various Mediterranean or other countries (Fig. 2-6). It is extremely
interesting to compare the aforementioned symbols of the Azilian
pebbles (Fig. 1) with the symbols of the Australian stone churingas
of modern times.

The Old Stone Age paintings of Spain are mainly hidden in subterranean
caves: in northern Europe and in North Africa, they have survived on the surface
of the ground. Rock walls in the Atlas region and in various parts of the Sahara

are adormned with rock pictures, which are either engravings (mainly in the Atlas
region) or paintings (mainly in the central Saharan area). The style of the latter
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Prehistoric conventionalized figures, geometric signs, and so forth, painted or
engraved on stone, from Spain (1 and 2), Portugal (3), and Italy (4)

is naturalistic, animated, whereas the former contain in part conventionalized
designs, erude animal outlines, and purely geometric symbols. 2

Scattered all over South Africa, caves and rock-shelters have been found, in’
which a great number of paintings are still visible. The variety of subjects are
immense, including animals of all sorts and human figures in various attitudes
and actions. Most interesting are a few symbols found occasionally among paintings,
which have never been explained; they occur also among the stone engravings
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which are numerous in the lower valleys of the Vaal and Orange Rivers. The
South African paintings are probably the work of the ancestors of the present
Bushmen, and are therefore called “Bushman art.”

In Siberia, rock pictures are comparatively common; they are sometimes
engravings or chippings, and sometimes pamtings. Many rock pictures have been
found in India; they contain figures of men and animals, or geometric designs of

|

Fig. 3
1, Prehistori metric signs from Palestine. 2, Prehistoric m_'rm-tnliunalize:i figure and
= = £ geometric symbols from Byblos (Syria)

uncertain significance. In Australia (Fig. 6, 4), there are rock paintings hc!unrgmg
to various periods. ““Those in the rock shelters of the western part of North
Kimberley are still the objects of religious practice among the natives” (L. Adam).
In the vast area of Polynesia, Melanesia, and Micronesia, "mck_ drawings,
engravings and paintings are a universal feature” (L. Adam). Interesting are the
Papuan pictograms published in the “JourxaL oF THE ROy, ANTHROP. INSTITUTEOF
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Fig. 4
1, Prehistoric geometric marks on masonry and pottery from Crete. 2, Prehistoric ivory
labels with “numerical"(#} indications; and 3, Prehistoric geometric signs on pottery from
Egvpt. 4, Prehistoric conventionalized figures from North African rock paintings
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Great BriTamry axp IrELaxp,” 1936, Fig. 5 and 6 show conventionalized fgures
of men, animals, animated objects and geometrical symbols from rock pictures
of various American countries.

Every vear new discoveries are reported. A number of primitive drawings
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were found in caves in Uzbekistan (U.5.5.R.) in the summer months of 1945.
“In April, 1946, an expedition led by Professor A, P. Potselugevsky, a linguist,
discovered very ancient cave paintings in the Kara Kalin region of Turkmenia”
(I. Borozdin). For Central Asin and Siberia see, for instance, A, N. Tallgren,
Inner Asiatic and Siberian Rock Pictures, "EvRasia,’ etc., 1933.

The ideas of writing and drawing were identical in prehistoric
Egypt and in early Greece, as it is shown by the Egyptian word s-sh
and by the Greek graphein, which mean both “writing" and “‘drawing.”
The word graphein gave us the main component of many words connected
with writing, such as pictography, calligraphy, stenography, iconography,
and so forth.

Iconography (the first component of this term, through the Latinized
form, derives from Greek efkén, “image”) is the most primitive stage of
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Fig. 5
Conventionalized figures of men and animals, animated objects, geometrical
symbaols, and so forth, from the U.S.A., especially California (1), Arzona (z),
and Bahathas (3)

representing thought. As the French scholar Maurice Dunand points
out, iconography suggests a static impression, and not definite ideas
following each other. The order of the representations is not that of the
words in a discourse; all the articulations giving detailed information
are wanting, and the contents are generally ambiguous. Iconography is
generally used for the arrangement of pictures representing familiar
subjects.
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Mnemonic Deuwices

One of the commonest devices to recall to mind something to be done,
is to tie a knot in a handkerchief; the simplest application of knots as
a mnemonic device or memory-aid, is in keeping a record of numbers:
a historical example is related by Herodotus, iv, 98; the Catholic rosary
is a similar mnemonic device.

The knot-device is the basis of the famous Peruvian gquipus, quipos
or kipus, consisting generally of a number of threads or cords of different
length, thickness and colour, generally of twisted wool, hanging from
a top-band or cross-bar (Fig. 7, 1). They were generally employed for
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Petrographs from California (1 and 2), Brazil (3) and Australia (4)
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purposes of enumeration, but in some cases historical events or edicts
could be conveyed through these means. Some other ancient peoples
(in China and Tibet) and some primitive tribes of the present day, such
as the Li of Hainan, the Sonthals of Bengal, some tribes of the Japanese
Riukiu Islands (Fig. 7, 2), of the Polynesian islands, of central and western
Africa, of California and southern Peru, have also employed knotted cords
and similar mnemonic devices. In the Solomon Islands, in the Carolines,
in the Pelew and the Marquesan islands, strings with knots and loops
are still used for the exchange of news.

The Makonde people, an important tribe of Tanganyika Territory, also
employed, or still employ, the knotted string for reckoning of time and events,
Fig. 7, 5 represents a piece of bark-string about a foot long, with eleven knots
at regular intervals; it was intended to serve as a kind of calendar. The Makonde
author of this document, if we caneall it thus, was going on an eleven days' journey;
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he left this string to his wife, saying: *This knot"—touching the first—"is to-day,
when I am starting; to-morrow’'—touching the second knot—"1 shall be on
the road, and 1 shall be walking the whole of the second and third day, but here”—
seizing the fifth knot—"‘I shall reach the end of my journey. 1 shall stay there
the sixth day, and start for home on the seventh. Do not forget, wife, to undo
# knot every day, and on the tenth vou will have to cook food for me; for, see,
this is the eleventh day when I shall come back™ (Weule).

The notched stick was emploved as an aid in conveying messages
(Fig.7, 3-4, 6-8). It was notched in the presence of the messenger to whom
the significance of each notch was verbally emphasized. This mnemonic
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1, Peruvian quipu, 2, Knot-record from Riukia Islands. 3, Notched stick from Loaos

iIndo-China). 4, “Geographical mop"” from Greenland. 5, Makonde knot-record

(Tanganyika Territors), 6-7, Notched sticks from North America. 8, Australian
notched sticks.

device was employed not only by some primitive peoples of Australia
North America, West Africa, China, Mongolia and S.E. Asia, bu’
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also in ancient Scandinavia; some old usages in England (*tally-sticks™),
Italy and Russia were also based on similar devices. As a matter of fact
tallies mainly express numbers, but in many instances they also were,
and are still, used as memory-aid. The Ainus of the Far East were said
to employ both notches on sticks and knotted cords. Sticks and nets
were used to aid the memory in the Fiji Islands as well as among the
native Pinyas of Australia. The Indo-Chinese Khas still keep their accounts
or send their messages by means of small pieces of bamboo, marked
with notches, which are made at closer or longer intervals, according
to the signification that has been arranged. The Rev, J. H. Weeks, a
missionary of the Baptist Missionary Society, refers of the Bangala of
the Upper Congo River, that they often used knots in counting and keeping
accounts, and also notches cut in sticks. Sometimes a piece of twine
was knotted and preserved, and sometimes only the fringe of the cloth.
Notches were sometimes cut on a small stick and sometimes on the post
of the house. The months that one worked would be cut on a stick, but
a notch would be made on a house post for every elephant and
hippopotamus killed. Very often theywould put a secret mark of ownership
on an article, but this was generally a simple notch in a certain place
known only to the owner.

An interesting symbolic device was the wampum of the North
American Iroquois; it was a sort of broad belt formed of strings of shells
or beads arranged in patterns according to the story to be recorded
(Fig. 8). Worn sometimes as an ornament or girdle, it was also used as
money.

Fig. 8—The famous Pennwampum of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania

" Calumet, the reed “peace-pipe” of some North American Indians
may also be mentioned: Calumet (from Latin calamellus or calamettus,
diminutive of calamus) is a sacred decorated reed tobacco pipe used as
symbol of peace or war; to accept it when offered is to accept friendship,
to reject it is to accept war.

“In the year 1852 a message reached the President of the United States in
the form of a diplomatic packet, presented with the customary peace pipe, by
a delegation of the Pueblos of New Mexico, offering him friendship and negotiation;
and opening symbolically a road from the Mogui country to Washington.

The objects on the packet refresh the memory of the interpreter, who remarks:
“These two figures represent the Mogqui people and the President; the cord
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is the road which separates them; the feather tied to the cord is the meeting
point; that part of the cord which is white signifies the distance between the
Mogqui and the place of meeting; and that part which is stained is the distance
between the President and the same point. Your Excellency will perceive that
the distance between the Moqui and the place of meeting is short, while the
other is very long." (The group of feathers between the white and coloured cords
symbolizes the geographical position of the Navajos with respect to Washington.)'"
(T. Thompson, The A B C of our Alphabet, London and New York, 1945.)

Mention may, finally, be made of other devices for recording or
distinction, the trade marks, used since ancient times, the heraldic signs,
including coat-armour, pennons and other devices of distinction, tattooing
and similar distinctive marks, such as the sousuwms or cattle-marks and brands
of Arab tribes east of Damascus, the tamgas or symbolical marks or seals
of the early Turks and allied peoples, and so forth.

Ancient property marks have been found on ancient pottery or
masonry in Palestine (Fig. 3, 1), Crete (Fig. 4, 1), Egypt (Fig. 4, 3),
Cyprus, and in other Mediterranean countries; at Tordos, in Transylvania,
etc. Interesting are the so-called Bamarken of the inhabitants of the
German-Frisian island of Fehr, in the North Sea; each house had
its own symbol, which in some instances represented the trade of the
owner. Property marks have been found amongst the Lapps in Sweden,
the Votiaks, a Finnish péople of north-eastern Russia, the Cherkessians,
the Kadiuéo of South America, the Ainus of Yezo Island, on the Moresby
archipelago, in Australia, amongst the Masai of eastern Africa, amongst
various peoples of central Africa, and so forth.

Symbolic Means of Communication

Some other devices may be considered as preliminary stages of writing;
for instance, some sorts of codes of tokens for sending messages are found
among various primitive peoples. Such are the symbolical epistles aroka,
“to convey news,” of the Jebu or Yebu and other tribes in Nigeria,
western Africa (Fig. g); the Lu-tze, on the Tibeto-Chinese frontier,
used similar means for sending messages: a piece of chicken liver, three
pieces of chicken fat, and a chili, wrapped in red paper, indicated “prepare
to fight at once.”

Also the ndangas and bolongas of the Bangala people of the Upper
Congo River should be mentioned. When a message of any importance
was sent, the sender would give the messenger a piece of plantain leaf
having the mid-rib of the leaf about six inches long, and four flaps or
wings to it, two on each side. This the messenger would carry and deliver
with the message. With less important messages, tokens were sent such
as the sender’s knife, or pipe, or spear, but these were returned by the
messenger. Ordinary messages were sent without any tokens. A token—
generally of no intrinsic value—was given by a debtor to a creditor on
contraction of a debt.
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Mention may be made of the devices used by Samoyedes (Fig. 10, 3),
or in primitive trade exchanges of North American Indians, in Sumatra,

Fig. g—Areks or symbaolic epistles of the Yoruba people

1, Two cownes, strung back to back (message of reproof for non-payment of debt).
2, T'wo cowries, face to face, followed by one above, facing upwards (messape from o
creditor to a bad debtor). 3, Four cowries, in pairs, foce to face (message of good will
from @ native to his brother abroad, asking for a personal interview). 4, Six cowries,
face to face (message from a general of the Jebu force to a native prince abroad). 5, Letter
from a native prince of the Jebu Ode, to one of his cousins abroad. 7, Message from the
king Awnijale, to his nephew abroad. 8, Message of peace and good news from the king of
Jebu to the king of Lagos, after his restoration to the throne, on the 28th December, 1851.
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and so on; and of the magic religious mnemonic ceremonies of some
primitive peoples of central and eastern Africa, Malacca (Fig. 10, 1-2), and
elsewhere. The Kakhyens, on the south-eastern borders of Tibet, hang
on strings, stretching across the pathway to their villages, small stars of
split rattan and other emblems. To this category belong also the throwing
divinatory bones, still practised by many African tribes. Families or

Fig. 10
Magical drawing against stings (1), and prm— 3
a rain-charm (2) of the Semang people _""""—' ;
(East Malacca). 3, Samoyed “'document”

representing a requisition of property

individuals appear to have sets of from four to sixteen “‘bones,” on which
they carve various designs, and throw them when they are in difficulty,
or possibly to play games of chance.

All these primitive devices can be mentioned only in a book such
as this chiefly devoted to the history of the alphabet, but the author hopes,
as already mentioned, to deal with them more extensively in a further
work which will treat of writing as a whole with an examination also
of its origins,

The main classes of true writing are the following:

Pictography or Picture-writing

This is the most primitive stage of true writing. A picture or sketch
represents the thing shown; thus a circle might represent the sun, a
sketch of an animal would represent the animal shown, a sketch of a
man would indicate a man. Straight narrative can be thus recorded in
a sequence of pictures, drawings or symbaols, which yield their meaning
to later decipherers with a fair degree of clarity, and can be, by the reader,
expressed in speech in every language. It is possible to read, but intrinsic
phonetism (the term derives from Greek phoné, “voice’) is still absent,
that is to say, the symbols do not represent speech-sounds. In short,
pictography is a semantic representation (“semantic,” from Greek séma,
*sign”), and not a phonetic one.
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Some modern advertisement (Fig. 11) can represent true pictography.
However, picture-writing even in its more elementary stage is more
than a picture. It differs from picturing, which is the beginning of pure
pictorial representation or art, from the fact that it is the utilitarian
beginning of written language, aiming to convey to the mind not the pure
representation of an event, but a narrative of the event, each notion or

Fig. 11—The modern and astute advertiser turns to
a pictographic appeal for his rubber goods
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idea being expressed by a little picture or sketch, which we term pictograph.
The distinction is important, for the change from embryo-writing to
picture-writing implies an immense progress in the art of perpetuating
or transmitting thought.

Picture-writings are found everywhere. They are the work of ancient
peoples (the prehistoric inhabitants of Egypt, Mesopotamia, Phoenicia,
Crete, Spain, southern France, and many other countries) in their primitive

- stage of culture, or of modern tribes (of central Africa, North America

and Australia). The bark of trees, tables of wood, the skins of animals,
bones or ivory, and the surfaces of rocks, were all, and are still, used

for this purpose,

5.

Fig. r2—ldeographic documents of North American native tribes

I, Indinn ex dition. 2, Tomb-board of Indian Chief. 3, Letter of a man called Turtle-
Following-His-Wife to his son named Little-Man. 4, The French General Muavnadier
(a man with & hat, indicating a Eumlu-.zn; the two heads of a deer at the top right-hand
side, indicate the name “Many Deer™). 5, The winter 1858-50 as indicated in a Dakata
(n North American Indian tribe) “winter-count™ the Dakotas bought in that winter
many Mexican blankets from John Richard. 6, Message of a North American Indian:
"E:_:d-[fc-'lr {2 name) died at a buffalo hunt.” 7, Message of a native from Alaska: "No
eating is in tent.”" 8, 1-3, ldeographs from the Delaware “Chronicle” Walan Ofum,

C
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ldeagraphic Writing
This is a highly developed picture-writing, being a pictorial
representation of ideas to be conveyed from one person to another. In

this system, the pictographs represent not so much the things they show
as the underlying idea associated with those things. Thus, a circle might

Fig. 13—Interesting ideographic document of Morth American Indians,

Petition sent by a group of seven Indian tribes (represented by totems) to the U.S,

Congress for fishing rights in some lakes. The lines connecting the eves and hearts

of the aramals show that the seven tribes are of one mind with the leading tribe,

the Oshcabawis (represented by the crane); the line connecting the eve of the

latter with the lakes in question (at the bottom, left-hand side), and that which
runs towards the Congress, indicate the demands of the tribes

represent not only the sun, but also heat or light or a god associated with
the sun, or the word “day.” Similarly, an animal might be depicted not
only by a picture of the animal, but also by a sketch of an animal’s head, and
the idea “*to go”’ by two lines representing legs. The symbols employed in

M { 2030 fg 24

Fig. 14—Symbolic proverbs of the Ewe (West African peaple)

1, “MNeedle sews big cloth"”—"little things produce great results.” 2, Needle snd cotton:
“eotton follows n:m.fl:"—"mnn follow their father.” 3, Two adversaries with bows nnnnd.
arrows—""two enemies cannot hold the field"—"one must yield." 4, Man between the
warld (represented in the form of a nut) and o tree, meaning “‘the world is a bachah"—
“the world cannot be bent round, encompassed, changed, transformed.” 5, The Ewe
pictograph for /: Man indicating himself or holding his hand on his breast

ideographic writings are called idesgraphs, that is symbols representing ideas,

Simple ideographs are nearly the same in many primitive seripts,
For instance, an eye with tears dropping from it, as the symbol representing
sorrow, is to be seen not only in a crude rock-painting of California, but
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also in the more developed Maya and Aztec scripts as well in the early
hieroglyphic or Chinese writings. Other simple ideas, such as rejecting,
that 1s “turning one's back" on someone, fighting or wooing, can also be
sketched unambiguously by this method (Fig. 63, 4).

Pure ideographic writings have been found among many native tribes
of North America (Fig. 12-13), and of central America, among some negro
peoples of Africa (Fig. 14), and many Polynesian and Australian

Fig. 15—5ad love-story of a Yukaghir girl
The symbols having the shapes of umbrellas (numbered 1-6) indicate persons. The
pointed lines on the top of the persons numbered 1 and 2, indicate “pig-tails,” that
is to say, these persons are women; 2, wears a wider skirt: she is a Russian. The girl No. 1 is
in a house, shown by the lines A-B; the other girl lives in Russia, that is far away, being
the lines C-D not complete. The man indicated by No. 3, living under the same roof
as the girl 2, is obviously her husband, but they are not happily married, as the cross-lines
ZI-ZZ indicare, Sull, they will have children (numbers 5 and 6). The heroine of our story
(No. 1) loves passionately (lines W and Z) the man No. 3, but her love is being broken
(interruption of the lines W and Z by the line V) by the wife of her beloved. Notwith-
standing, our girl will continmue to love him (line U), although she herself is loved {line S)
by another Yukaghir man, No. 4. Her sadmess is indicated by the cross-lines TT-TT.
The whole story reads: “'I am alone in my home; vou have left me and went Sfar away,
V| You lote a Rusnian girl; you have married her, but yours is an unhappy marriage: il
\\have children, and I shall remain sad. I will alicays love vou, als there i another man
wwho loves me.”
indigenes, as well as among the Yukaghirs of north-eastern Siberia
(Fig. 15). These primitive devices generally do not constitute complete
systems of writing. Some ideographic scripts, however, may constitute
complete systems; they will be dealt with in Part 1, Chapter IX.

Transitional Scripts

The scripts of the ancient Mesopotamians, Egyptians, Cretans,
Hittites, and other systems, which will be examined in the First Part of the
present book, are generally but improperly called “ideographic.” T hey
are, indeed, not purely ideographic. Some of them may have been so
in origin, but even in the earliest inscriptions which have come to light,
they consist of symbols which are partly pictographs or ideographs, and
partly phonetic symbols (see below), combined in various ways. Such
systems of writing may be called transitional, representing the transition
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stage between the pure ideographic writing and the pure phonetic system,
and making use of the two, side by side. On the other hand, even the word
“transitional,” as employed for systems of writing lasting three thousand
years or more, according to Dr.S. Smith, formerly of the British Museum,
would not seem appropriate, but no more suitable term can be suggested.

Phonetic Writing

In the picture-writings and the pure ideographic scripts, there is no
connection between the depicted symbol and the spoken name for it;
the symbols can be “read” in any language. Phonetic writing is a great
step forward. Writing has become the graphic counterpart of recording
speech. Each element in this system of writing corresponds to a specific
element, that is sound, in the language to be represented. The signs
thus no longer represent objects or ideas, but sounds or groups of sounds;
in short, the written forms become secondary forms of the spoken ones.
A direct relationship has thus been established between the spoken language
and the script, that is, writing has become a representation of speech.
The symbols, being no longer self-interpreting pictures, must be explained
through the language they represent. The single signs may be of any shape,
and generally there is no connection between the external form of the
symbol and the sound it represents. Phonetic writing may be syllabic
or alphabetic, the former being the less advanced stage of the two.

Syllabaries or Syllabic Writing

In this system, the single symbols represent syllables or vowels when
these constitute syllables; so that a combination of signs representing
a group of syllables would convey a spoken word. The development of
the syllabaries came more easily and appeared as a creation more often

than did that of an alphabet.

The Assyrian cuneiform writing was in later times practically a
syllabary; syllabaries existed in ancient Byblos (Syria) and Cyprus, the
latter being probably developed from a Minoan script; two syllabaries,
evolved in ancient times from Chinese scripts, are still employed in Japan.
Artificial modern syllabaries exist or existed in western Africa and in
North America. All these scripts will be examined in the First Part,
Chapter X.

In the case of a language that for reasons of phonetic decay or other-
wise, has multiplied the consonants in a single syllable, the syllabary
becomes a cumbrous mode of writing, especially because it generally
contains only open syllables, that is syllables in which the vowel is final,
not “closed” by a consonant. Thus, for instance, while it would be easy
to represent by a syllabary a word like fa-mi-ly, the word “strength”
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would have to be written se-fe-re-ne-ge-the or the like, and such a
representation of sounds would be far from adequate and would require
a much greater number of symbols than in alphabetic writing,

The Alphabet

The alphabet is the last, the most highly developed, the most con-
venient and the most easily adaptable system of writing. Alphabetic
writing is now universally employed by civilized peoples; its use is acquired
in childhood with ease. There is an enormous advantage, obviously,
in the use of letters which represent single sounds rather than ideas or
syllables; no sinologist knows all the 80,000 or so Chinese symbols, but
it is also far from easy to master the g,000 or so symbeols actually employed
by Chinese scholars. How far simpler is it to use 22 or 24 or 26 signs only!
The alphabet may also be passed from one language to another without
great difficulty; the same alphabet is used now for English, French,
Italian, German, Spanish, Turkish, Polish, Dutch, Czech, Croatian,
Welsh, Finnish, Hungarian and others, and has derived from the alphabet
once used by the ancient Hebrews, Pheenicians, Aramaeans, Grecks,
Etruscans and Romans.

Thanks to the simplicity of the alphabet, writing has become very
common; it is no longer a more or less exclusive domain of the priestly
or other privileged classes, as it was in Egypt, or Mesopotamia, or China.
Education has become largely a matter of reading and writing, and is
possible for all. The fact that alphabetic writing has survived with relatively
little change for three and a half millennia, notwithstanding the introduction
of printing and the typewriter, and the extensive use of shorthand-
writing, is the best evidence for its suitability to serve the needs of the
whole modern world. It is this simplicity, adaptability and suitability
which have secured the triumph of the alphabet over the other systems
of writing.

Alphabetic writing and its origin constitute a story in themselves;
they offer a new field for research which American scholars are beginning
to call “alphabetology.” No other system of writing has had so extensive,
so intricate and so interesting a history. In the Second Part of the present
book, the author will endeavour to explain the genesis and development
of this last and most important stage of writing.

L] & = L] -

The author will trace in the following pages the use and development
of these various systems and others with their histories so far as is possible,
and will try to ascertain just to whom we are indebted for our present
ABC.






FIRST PART

NON-ALPHABETIC SYSTEMS OF WRITING



The first nine chapters treat of “transitional” systems of rwriting, commonly termed
ideographic scripts. They are : Cuneiform writing (Chapter I), Egyptian writings
(Chapter II), Cretan scripts (Chapter 11D, Indus Valley seript (Chapter I17),
the Hittite hieroglyphic seript (Chapter V), Chinese writing (Chapter V1), the seripts
of ancient Central America and Mexico (Chapter VII), the “mysterious” script of
Easter Island (Chapter VIII), and other “‘ideographic”® seripts (Chapter 1X).

The order in twhich these scripts are dealt with is roughly chronological, as far
as the order of the appearance of these systems can be ascertained to-day.

Chapter X treats of syllabic systems of writing, namely of ancient Byblos and
Cyprus, of the Fapanese scripts, and of the syllabaries of African and North
American natives. Chapter X1 deals twith early Persian and Mevoitic quasi-alphabetic
scripls.



CHAPTER I
CUNEIFORM WRITING

THE NAME

CuNEIFORM writing is probably the most ancient system of writing.
The name “‘cuneiform”—first suggested, about 1700, by Thomas Hyde,
Regius Professor of Hebrew at the University of Oxford—from Latin
cuneus, “‘wedge,” and forma, “form,” “'shape,” and the allied names
“wedge-shaped,” and “arrow-headed,” the latter term being used less
commonly, are given to ancient scripts the characters of which are formed
of combinations of strokes having the shape of a wedge, cone or nail;
the Germans call this system “wedge-script” (Keilschrift), the Arabs
“nail-writing” (mismari).

BEGINNINGS

The exact date of the invention of the cuneiform system of writing is
unknown. It was, however, already in existence about the middle of the
fourth millennium B.c. It seems that the great invention was due to the
Sumerians, a people who spoke not a Semitic or Indo-European, but
an agglutinative language. Their ethnic and linguistic affiliations still
defy classification. Some scholars, however, are beginning to doubt
whether we are right in crediting the Sumerians with this achievement.
We are also unable to decide whether the cuneiform system was invented
in Mesopotamia or elsewhere, which seems more probable. The question
of the origin of the early linear script of the Elamites (see further on),
of the hieroglyphic writing (Chapter 11}, and of the Indus Valley script
(Chapter IV), which have probably some connection with the origins
of cuneiform writing, makes the whole problem still more intricate.
Whatever the truth may be, the earliest extant written cuneiform
documents, consisting of over one thousand tablets and fragments,
discovered mainly at Uruk or Warka, the Biblical Erech, and belonging
to the “Uruk Period” of the Mesopotamian pre-dynastic period, are
couched in a crude pictographic script and probably Sumerian language
(Fig. 16).

41
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Paradoxically enough, at the beginning cuneiform writing was not
cuneiform at all; the characters were purely pictorial, and the picture-
symbols represented the various objects, animate and inanimate (Fig. 17).

According to the American scholar Prof. Speiser, the property marks,
the primitive prototypes of those which appear on the Mesopotamian
cylinder seals, were the beginnings of the script out of which the cuneiform
system arose.

At a second stage, the symbols represented also abstract ideas; signs
were borrowed from those denoting words related in meaning, for instance
the solar disc came to indicate also the ideas of “day” and “‘time.”
Characters used in this way are called, although not quite correctly,
ideographs: they are, to be more exact, word-signs. But the use of bare
word-signs is not common; as soon as the need for the representation of
continuous discourse arose, it became evident that a number of the vital
elements of speech, such as inflexions, pronouns, adverbs, prepositions,
or personal names, especially of foreigners, could not be represented by
this means. Hence, the picture-symbols came to be used to represent
not only objects or related abstract ideas, but also the phonetic value of
words without any regard to their meaning as pictures. In other words,
the cuneiform writing became a rebus-goriting; many symbols were “‘sound-
pictures” or phonograms, symbolizing word-sounds as such, or phonetic
complements. In this connection, the highest achievement of the cunei-
form system was the production of a syllabary, that is the use of syllabic
signs and vowels, but it never showed any tendency towards an alphabetic
system. There are, however, two apparent exceptions to this generalization,
the Early Persian cuneiform writing (Part I, Chapter XI), evolved under
the influence of the Aramaic alphabet, and the Ras Shamrah alphabet
{Part 11, Chapter 1), connected only in the external form of the characters
with the cuneiform system of writing.

DEVELOPMENT OF SYSTEM

The range of expression of cuneiform symbols was very wide; some of
them were polyphones, having more than one phonetic value; others
were homophones (Fig. 18, 1), having similar phonetic values, and yet
representing entirely different objects. In order to remove ambiguities,
there were introduced the determinatives that is signs, which were placed
before or after the words to be determined but were not pronounced.
These signs defined the meaning of a word by denoting the class (deities,
countries, mountains, male proper nouns, birds, fishes, numbers, plural,
etc.) to which it belongs (Fig. 18, 2). Thus, in general, the same cuneiform
sign might stand for a simple syllable or vowel, or it might express a
whole idea or word by itself, or yet again it might indicate only the class
in which the particular word was being employed.
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At the same time, the script evolved in its external form (Fig. 1g).
Gradually, the pictures began to be simplified and conventionalized,
retaining just enough of the essential features to be clearly identified;
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Fig. 17—Primitive picture-symbols of early cuneiform writing
Five classes of signs can be distinguished: I, Representations of objects mostly
recognizable, such as “fish" (No. 1), "crown of a palm tree” (Mo, 2), parts of the human
body (“arm,” No. 1z and No. 13; “foot,” No. 14; "head (and neck),” No. 17), or of
animals {"tail of animal,” Na. 7); birds (No. 38); stars (No. 1e); various kinds of plants
{“ear,” No, 6), vessels, boats, tools, weapons, buildings, and so forth. 11, Pars pro toto,
that is, part of an object represents the whole object. For instance, an ox’s head (No 4)
represents an “ox"; the five fingers of a hand (No. 11) represents a “hand." 111, Symbals
which appear only when connected with other elements. For instance, the neck with a
few lines, that is the mane, appears in connection with the lowered head of an ass
(Nos. 40-42), a pedestal with two legs (Nos. 23 and 26). IV, Distinction marks; by
drawing lines under the chin of the picture of a man's head (No. 17), it was indicaed
that only the “mouth” was referred to (Ne. 18); so also *'to go'’ and “to stand” (No. 14)
was distinguished from “root,” “pedestal,” “basis” (No. 15); also the symbaols “centre
of body™ (No. 16), “egg” (MNo. 22), “tie,” “chain,” “to connect” (No. 37) were formed in
the same way, the last one from “wooden pin,” “to atop™ (a wedge, No, 35). Two little
strokes, connected with the main element at its bottom, indicate that the object is
P i ; for instance, “monument” (No. 26), “bed” (No. 23). Three vertical lines
added at the top of the symbal, indicate that the object is seen above (“to carry,"’ No. 20);
objects were often represented by the vessels in which they were preserved, and an
horizontal stroke indicated whether the vessel was empty or else contained the concerned
liquid (beer, No. 33; milk; oil, No. 36} or fruit (Ne. 33), and so forth. The so-called
Fun-si (four horizontal or vertical strokes added to the main element in order to
intensify its meaning) may also be mentioned ; many scholars, however, have expressed
some doubts concerning the importance of these symbols. V, Compounds of two or
more signs. Compounds of two identical signs indicated *'plural.” For instance two
signs “‘star” (No. 1o) indicated “gods”; two signs “womb’ (Mo, 28, this latter being the
sign “bosom,’” No. 27, with a horizontal stroke) indicated “descendants,” “offspring”
(Mo, 20). Many new signs were created by compounds of two or more different symbaols.
Fm: instance, “woman’ (No. 8) + “mountain™ = “servant™; “ox" <4 “mountain’ =
“wild ox™ (No. 5); "woman” + “‘dress” (No. 46) = “lady" (No. 47), and so forth.
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the script became linear. There are relatively few Mesopotamian documents
extant which give us early writing (Fig. 2z0). These consist of clay tablets
and on them the signs appear clearly to be mere developments of earlier
forms. The original signs have not survived since their makers may have
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Fig. 18—1, Cuneiform homaphones. 2, Cuneiform determinatives. 3, Assyrian
cuneiform symbols for syllables and vowels

O.1, fhu, “god™; 2, arkhu, “month"; 3, mdie, “country™ and shadu, “mountain’; ¢, sharu,
“wind"; 5, dlu, “locality’; 6, ishtén, “one,” determinative of masculine names; 7, amélu,
“man," “person,” determinative of ethnical and professional names; 8, isw, “wood,"”
“tree"; g, shamme, “plant”; 1o, ashru, “place,” determinative of place-names; 12, muny,
“fish"™; 13, mebaty, “dress”; the signs 13, 14 and 15 (written after the other element)
were the determinatives of the plural; the signs 16 and 17 (also after the other element)
were the determinatives of numerals; the sign 18 (sfuma, “two’'), of dual, was also
written after the other element

B-1, ba; 2, da: 3, pa; 4, kha; s, ka6, ga; 7, la; 8, maz g, ma; 10, pa; 11, ra; 12, 6013, 5
14 and 15, tha; 17, wa (we, oo, ou); 18, 20, 19-23, the main vowel-signs
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employed perishable materials, such as wood or a kind of papyrus leaf.
Shortly afterwards, perhaps about 3200 B.C., some scribes found it
convenient to turn the tablet in such a way that the pictographs appear
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Fig. 19— Development of cunciform symbals
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lying on their back, while in inscriptions on stone or metal the old position
of the signs persisted for a few centuries more. However, as the writing

Fig. ze—Early cunciform writing on soft material: inscribed brick of Eannadu
king of Lagash (modern Tell Lo, southern Mesopotamia)

]
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developed, the practice in the case of monumental inscriptions came into
line with that followed on clay tablets, and the signs were regularly turned
at an angle of go degrees (Fig. 19, col. 2).

On the other hand, the change from the linear script to wedge-shaped
strokes (Fig. 19, col. 3) was not a device deliberately chosen, but came
about more or less by accident.

The Sumerians found themselves in a country abounding in clay,
and in using it as a writing material, they soon discovered that one could
draw a character in the wet clay—the written clay-tablets or bricks being
exposed to the sun and baked hard, so that record became durable—much
better and more quickly by impressing them than by scratching. On the
other hand, curves, circles and fine and long lines could not be impressed
satisfactorily, so that all these lines, curves and circles were replaced by
combinations of short, straight, vertical, horizontal or oblique strokes,
or angles. These were impressed, line by line, with the edge of a broad-
headed stylus, consisting of a straight piece or stick of reed, bone, hard
wood or metal. Assyrian monuments represent scribes holding the stylus
in their closed fist and pressing upon the tablet. Naturally, the strokes
impressed were thick on the top and on the left—the direction of writing
being then from left to right—thus giving birth to a series of wedge-
shaped characters, called by the users “fingers”; and this peculiarity
became more pronounced as time went on. The wedge-constructed
characters, once they had been standardized, were cut on stone, metal,
glass and other hard material.

The Assyrians simplified the whole cuneiform system; nevertheless,
they still needed a total of about 570 signs, although only about 300 of
them were in frequent use. At a later stage, the Assyrian cuneiform
system practically became a syllabic script (Fig. 18, 3), and the Persians,
under the influence of the Aramaic alphabet, reduced it to a quasi-
alphabetic system. The simplification of the single cuneiform characters
was very typical of the learned Assyrian scribes; there was a constant
progress even in the earlier Assyrian inscriptions in reducing the number
of wedges used in a sign (Fig. 19, col. 4), and in rendering the writing
more square in appearance. The final result was the artistic calligraphy
of the Assyrian library scribes.

TrHeE PeorLES WHo EMPLOYED CUNEIFORM WRITING

Sumerians

We have already mentioned the Sumerians as the earliest known users of
cuneiform writing. Whether it was they who invented this system or not, there is
no doubt that it was they who developed this writing along the special lines
explained above. We know very little about the origins of the Sumerians, and
a5 yet we cannot even decide whether they were the aboriginal inhabitants of
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Mesopotamia or whether they came in from outside. The second hypothesis
is the more probable. The Sumerians entered Mesopotamia about the middle of
the fourth millenium b.c., and conquered the land from the Semites, who however
continued the struggle for over 1,500 years, until with the help of new Semitic
invaders from the Arabian peninsula, they gradually pushed back the Sumerians
during the first half of the third millennium B.c., into the southern part of the
valley, and finally in the first centuries of the next millennium defeated them
completely. The loss of independence, however, did not mean the end of Sumerian
history; political decay did not prevent the continuation of Sumerian cultural
supremacy. The Semitic victors not only, as we shall see, adopted the script of
the Sumerians and their literary and religious language, but they borrowed also
a considerable part of their literature.

The Sumerians represented the dominant cultural group of the Near East
for more than 1,500 vears, f.2., from the last centuries of the fourth millennium
until the first centuries of the second millennium B.c., in which period they
produced a vast and highly developed literature, consisting of myths, hymns,
epics.

About 3,000 tablets and fragments containing literary compositions,
mainly of the period around 2000 B.c. have so far been discovered. Other
documents, numbering hundreds of thousands, are of very varied scope.
Some are legal records, such as court decisions, wills, and so forth, others
are economic memoranda (accounts, receipts, contracts, etc.), others
again are of linguistic or historical import or consist of merely private
correspondence. Sumerian, extinguished as a spoken language probably
in the eighteenth century B.c., remained as a ritual and learned language
for many centuries more and formed the basic intellectual and spiritual
study of the Babylonians, the Assyrians, the Hittites, and other peoples,
persisting until the end of the cuneiform system.

Babylonians and Assyrians

About the middle of the third millennium s.c. the Sumerian cuneiform writing
was handed on to the Semites who lived in the Tigris-Euphrates valley, and it
became their national script.

In the long development of the cuneiform writing of the Mesopotamian
Semites, we can distinguish in particular six periods: (1) The Early
Accadian period and Ur 111, roughly from the middle of the twenty-fifth
century B.C. to the middle of the twenty-second century B.c.; (2) the
Early Babylonian period, ¢. nineteenth-seventeenth centuries B.C.
(3) the Kassite period, from the seventeenth century to 1171 B.C.; (4) the
Assyrian period, twelfth-seventh centuries B.c.; (5) the Neo-Babylonian
period, sixth century B.c.; and (6) the revival and end of the cuneiform
writing, third-first century B.c.

The two greatest periods of vigour in Assyro-Babylonian history,
that of Hammurabi, eighteenth century, in Babylonia, and the ninth-
seventh centuries, in Assyria, were marked by a corresponding flourishing
of cuneiform writing. Hammurabi's dynasty was the classical age of

D
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Babylonian literature and science; practically all the existing Babylonian
literature was put down in written form in that period, while the thousands
of letters on clay tablets which have survived from the same epoch

Fig. 21
1, Pillar on which Hammurabi’s Code of Laws {eighteenth century n.c.) is inscribed,
2, Baked clay prism of Sennacherib, king of Assyrin (705-681 8.c.), inscribed with sccount
of his invasion of Palestine and the siege of Jerusalem

show that commerce was thriving to an extent that argues an advanced
state of human society. Modern Old Testament scholars were astonished
at the beginning of this century, when the famous Code of Hammurabi
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(Fig. 21, 1 and 22, 3) was discovered, to see how often it anticipated and

in some respects even went beyond the much later Mosaic legislation.

Fig. 23 shows a beautiful sculptured tablet of the Babylonian “middle
L i

ages,

Fig. 22
1, Cyvlinder-seal of a
king of Ur (24th-
23rd century p.c.).
2, Cylinder-seal of
the Persian king
Darius, probably
Durtus  the Great,
sz1-48z 0.0, in three
langunges, Persian,
Elamite and Baby-
lonian. 3, Demil of
Hammurabi's Code
of Laws. 4, A “Tell
el-"Amarna  letter™:
letter  written by
Abdi-khiba, ruler of
Jerusalem, four-
teenth century B.c.
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The richlibraries of the Assyrian kings contained many tens of thousands
of tablets of religious, mythological and magical literature, numerous
books of science, mathematics, law, history, magical medicine and
astronomy. The Assyrian so-called syllabaries, or rather dictionaries,
are larger and more complete than the Babylonian, and contain very fine
examples of lexicography. The Assyrian kings left complete records
of their campaigns and activities, impressed on hollow eylinders or prisms
(Fig. 21, 2), with six, seven, eight or even ten faces, each covered with as
much minute writing as it could possibly hold. Many of these “books”
and cylinders may be seen in the British Museum.

In the second millennium B.c. cuneiform writing and the Accadian
language became the international language of the ancient civilized world:
this has been proved for the fifteenth and fourteenth centuries—a
very difficult time from a political standpoint—by the Amarna Tablets
(Fig. 22, 4) and the tablets discovered at Boghaz-Kéy and indeed all over
Western Asia. The interesting Mesopotamian “cylinder seals” (Fig. 22, 1
and 2) employed for sealing documents, enjoved a vogue of over three
thousand years; they have been published by the thousands.

Other Peaples

In addition to the Sumerians, Babylonians and Assyrians, many other peoples,
belonging to different races and speaking different languages (the Elamites, the
Kassites, the Hittites, the Mitanni and Hurrians, the Urartu, the Persians) took
over cuneiform writing, Some adapted it more or less successfully to their own
languages introducing the necessary changes; others took it over without great
modifications; and some preferred to adopt it together with the Accadian language.
The Cappadocian Tablets, couched in Assyrian, of the end of the third millennium
B.C., may indicate that the local population of Cappadocia must also, at that
period, have known cuneiform writing: the Amarna Tablets, of the fifteenth-
fourteenth centuries B.c., already mentioned, show that the Canaanites also used
it; there has even been found an inscription couched in the Egyptian language
and cuneiform writing.

We have mentioned the various peoples who adopted the cuneiform writing
of the Mesopotamian Semites. A few of these peoples, the Elamites, the Hittites
and the Persians, are of special interest from the standpoint of the history of
writing. The two last will be dealt with further on, but here a few words must
be said about the Elamites and their scripts.

Elamites

Elam is the Biblical term corresponding to the Babylonian and Assyrian
Elamtu or Elamu, and w the Greek Efymais; the Sumerian word was Numoma;
the later Greek term was Susiane, from the Elamite capital Susa, the Biblical
Shushan; the indigenous term, at least in the neo-Elamite texts, was Khapirti or
Khatamti, which was the name of one of the main tribes of the Elamites,

Elam is the name of the ancient country situated to the north of the Persian
Gulf and to the east of the lower Tigris, which corresponds roughly with the
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madern Persian province of Khuzistan. Elam is frequently mentioned in the Bible
and in many Babylonian and Assyrian inscriptions. For many centuries, it was
one of the main important kingdoms of western Asia, but about 640 B.C. it lost
its independence to Assyria. Its early history is closely interwoven with that of
southern Mesopotamia. Its ancient civilization was equal to the contemporary
civilization of the Sumerians and the Mesopotamian Semites. The country was
inhabited by non-Semitic and non-Indo-European tribes who spoke agglutinative
dialects apparently related to the Caucasian group of languages.

Early Elamite Script

The carly Elamites possessed an indigenous script; there are nine
inscriptions in stone and some hundreds of clay tablets extant. The
characters are of geometric linear type; they derive probably from picto-
graphic symbols (Fig. 24), but their original forms are not always known.

Trees Vases Man

NN

Fig. 24—1, Elamite decorative motifs,
2, Early Elamite pictorial symbols

The direction of the script is generally from right to left, but sometimes,
from left to right or mixed. This early Elamite script, which has been
partly deciphered, appears to be somewhat connected with the early
form of cuneiform writing, but it does not seem to be its direct offspring.
It may be (1) that both the scripts have derived from another more primitive
writing; or (z) that one of them was invented earlier, while the other
is an artificial creation impelled by the idea-diffusion or stimulus-diffusion,
a term recently suggested by the American scholar A. L. Kroeber for the
knowledge of the existence of writing (see also p. 58); it is “an instance
of the borrowing of an idea,” as Mr. O. G. S. Crawford called it.
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Some scholars hold that cuneiform writing derived from the original
form of the early Elamite script. The problem will probably never be
solved.

Neo-Elamite Writing

At a later period, the Elamites abandoned their indigenous script,
and adopted the Babylonian cuneiform writing, introducing, however,
many changes. The neo-Elamite cuneiform writing is very much simplified ;
there are only a few word-signs and determinatives, the greater part of
the signs being syllabic; the number of all the characters is 113, while
the number of the syllabic signs is over So.

Exp oF THE CuNEIFORM WRITING

Cuneiform writing lingered on to the Christian Era, kept alive by some
conservative priests, jurists, and astronomers. Private and business
correspondence was the first to abandon it; numerous before the Persian
conquest, letters in this script dropped out at the beginning of the fifth
century B.C., as the spoken Babylonian language fell into disuse. At the
end of the same century, legal contracts and similar documents ceased
to be written in cuneiform characters. There was a short period of
renaissance for it and for ancient science in the third-first centuries B.c.,
owing to the favour of the Seleucid dynasty. The latest record extant
is a tablet of the sixth year B.c. After this, it vanished and was forgotten
by man, for one and a half thousand years.

DECIPHERMENT

The decipherment of the cuneiform scripts was the achievement of
the nineteenth century. At the end of the eighteenth century not a word
could be read with certainty; at the end of the nineteenth, the contents
of thousands of lengthy records of great empires were recovered for
modern knowledge. The most recent of the cuneiform writings, the
early Persian script, which will be discussed later, was the first to be
deciphered; the neo-Elamite, a much older script, was the second; the
still older Babylonian script was the next, and the earliest cunclfurm
script of all, the Sumerian, was the last to be deciphered. The reason for
this apparently curious sequence in deciphering the various cuneiform
scripts, is that whereas the early Persian writing was in practice an alphabet
of about 4o characters (and the language an Indo-European idiom),
and the neo-Elamite system was a quasi-syllabic script, the Babylonian
writing, on the other hand, was a “transitional” system with over 640
signs, and the Sumerian script presented the additional difficulty that its
language was quite unknown. As a matter of fact, even the very name
Sumer was unknown, and there was no clearly recognizable trace of that
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people and language in the whole of ancient literature. Nevertheless,
English, French, German, Danish and Irish scholars in close co-operation
achieved the marvellous feat of deciphering the various scripts and their
various languages. The German High-School teacher, G. F. Grotefend,
in 180z laid the basis for the decipherment, but the Englishman, Major
(later Major General Sir) Henry C. Rawlinson, who copied, deciphered
and published in 1846 a complete translation of the early Persian text
of the tri-lingual inscription of Bihistun, and a few years later tackled
successfully the problem of the Babylonian writing, is the real “father”
of modern decipherment. The decipherment of the Babylonian and
Assyrian scripts led finally to that of the other cuneiform writings and the
languages for which they were used.
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