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PREFACE.

Turs book represents the labour of many yearg It
_ was undertaken with the intention of compiling a brief
account of recent discoveries as to the origin of the
Alphabet, and its subsequent developments. Knowing
how extensive was the literature of the subject, I did
not suppose that there would be need or place for
original research in connection with such a well-worn
theme. It soon became manifest, however, not only
that the History of the Alphabet had never been
written, but that to some extent it had not even been
discovered. Although many departments of the sub-
ject had been exhaustively discussed, I found that the
origin of several important Alphabets would have to
be investigated anew, while with regard to some of the
best known scripts various collateral problems still
awaited a solution. Such questions, arising one by -
one, necessitated unforseen and tedious investigation,
the accumulation of many books, and the study of
manuscripts and inscriptions in distant Libraries and
Museums. Hence the delays in the appearance of
a work, a considerable portion of which had been
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written when it was originally announced for publica-
tion in 1876.

In dealing with a subject so extensive, and with
materials so copious, it has proved no easy task to
keep the book within any reasonable limits. Mere
technical details have been as far as possible sup-
pressed, or relegated to the notes, while opinions which
are stated in a sentence, or data which are epitomized
in a single column of a Table, frequently represent the
results of prolonged research. The vast accumulations
of epigraphic material which are now at command have
been carefully sifted, so as to make the account of
inscriptions and manuscripts selective, rather than
exhaustive. It seemed better to attempt a somewhat
full description of a few great cardinal monuments,
rather than to give mere barren references to many of
only secondary importance. Jnopem me copia fecit is
the excuse 1 have to plead for numberless deliberate
but unavoidable omissions. If the book was to be
complete, it was impossible that it should also be com-
prehensive.

The difficulty of compressing essential details into
small compass has been chiefly met by presenting the
fundamental facts in tabular form. The numerous
Tables of Alphabets, which will doubtless only be
glanced at by the general reader, will be found by the
real student to be of primary importance.

It will probably be a matter of surprise that the
ground taken up in this book should not already have

F——
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been occupied. An explanation, however, is not far to
seek. It is only within the last few years that ex-
tensive discoveries of fresh epigraphic material, the
reproduction in trustworthy photographic facsimile of
important records, the gradual recognition of those
fundamental principles of Palzographic Science which
are set forth in the concluding chapter of this book,
together with the publication of valuable monographs
dealing with small departments of the subject, have
made possible a History of the Alphabet. It cannot,
however, be affirmed that its history has hitherto been
written. Existing treatises on the subject are either
books belonging to the pre-scientific era, such as the
works of Astle and Humphreys, or are wholly popular
and uncritical, like Faulmann’s Gesckickte der Schrift,
or mere outline sketches by competent writers, such as
the essays of Maspero and Peile, or uncompleted frag-
ments, like the brilliant chapters of the vast work
which Lenormant, in despair, has abandoned in the
middle of a sentence.

But, although no general History of the Alphabet
exists, limited departments of the subject have been
diligently investigated by a host of specialists. One
obscure point after another has been cleared up by
the labours of scholars who have devoted themselves
to the exhaustive treatment of special branches of
epigraphy or numismatics. It may suffice to specify
the labours of Blau on the coins of the Achamenian
satraps, of Levy on the Sinaitic inscriptions, or of
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Burnell on the ancient Dravidian Alphabets. Many
pages would be occupied by a mere enumeration of
similar monographs. Some of the most valuable of
these treatises are practically inaccessible or unknown,
being scattered through the volumes of scientific
periodicals and the Transactions of learned Societies.

Such researches, while they have made possible the
task of the present writer, have at the same time
rendered it a more formidable enterprise. In these
days of excessive specialization, to venture on a wide
field, small portions of which have occupied the exclu-
sive attention of eminent scholars, requires no little
courage, and none the less, because, while making
constant use of their labours, it has been needful to
exercise an independent judgment as to their conclu-
sions. To take shelter beneath the authority of great
names is doubtless the readiest way of escaping blame,
but this is not the method by which knowledge can be
advanced. If I have ventured occasionally to differ
from scholars of such eminence as Benfey, Ritschl,
Bockh, Lepsius, Lagarde, Lenormant, Mommsen,
Kirchhoff, or Wattenbach, it has been with the utmost
diffidence, and because I have found it impossible to
reconcile their opinions with the logic of indisputable
facts.

While endeavouring honestly to recognize the claims
of all fellow-workers in the field, and to take credit for
no discovery which I did not believe to be my own, I
have avoided parade of authorities for the facts on
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which opinions have been founded, or any needless
multiplication of references to standard works which
go over portions of my own ground. Among the arts
of bookmaking no process is more facile or more
useless than the compilation of bulky foot-notes,
crammed with references, which give a book a cheap
but deceptive appearance of erudition. Thus to have
burdened the present volumes would have easily
doubled their size, and for the sake of a very dubious
advantage. The ordinary reader has no occasion for
such notes, while to the specialist they are superfluous,
as he necessarily has at hand works of reference in
which this need is amply provided for. Thus, in order
to trace the epigraphic material on which the account
of the Pheenician Alphabets is based, it will usually
suffice for the student to turn to Schroder's Phonizische
Spracke, or to Lenormant’s A/lphabet Phénicien. Simi-
larly, for the Hellenic Alphabets, the great Corpora
Inscriptionum, Greek, Attic, Latin; and Italic, with the
hand-books of Kirchhoff, Fabretti, Hicks, Wattenbach,
and Gardthausen, will, as a rule, supply the needful
references.

Where no such systematic manuals are available the
chief sources of information have been indicated in
general bibliographical notes, which it is believed will
enable any student of ordinary diligence to discover for
himself the authorities for all essential facts. These
notes, it is hoped, may also prove useful to those who
may desire to enter upon the study of any special
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department of Paleography, or to use this book as a
general introduction to the subject.

With regard to the spelling of foreign, and espe-
cially of Oriental names, I have endeavoured to keep
to accepted usages, and to avoid all appearance of
pedantry. It seems inexpedient to write Narbadi,
Mirath, Dihli and K4lighdt, instead of the familiar
forms Nerbudda, Meerut, Delhi and Calcutta. Such
innovations teach nothing to the learned, and only
perplex the simple. Again, in the case of a single lan-
guage, precise transliteration presents no formidable
difficulties: in dealing with many languages it is
otherwise. Any system of diacritical marks which aims
at being universal must necessarily be either cumbrous,
incomplete, or inconsistent. If the same symbol be
used invariably to denote the same precise sound,
it would be needful to make use of an artificial
alphabet containing upwards of seventy vowel signs,
while the nasal, #, would require twelve separate
symbols, and the liquid, », no fewer than twenty-
three ;—an expedient which would drive writers,
readers, and printers, to despair.

A perfect system being practically unattainable,
transliteration becomes only a question of degree.
Where ought the line to be drawn? If, as is cus-
tomary, we write Asoka, Pali, Devanagari and Nepal,
we ought also, to be consistent, write Tamil, Sanskrit,
Dravidian, Bangal, Brahman, P’rakrit and Mahrithi, as
well as Islam, Afghan and Hindastan. But even
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the most rigorous purists are occasionally content in
these and similar instances to follow ordinary usages.
Nor have I thought it needful to adopt the some-
what pedantic spelling of Greek names which is now
in vogue, but have adhered to the system followed by
such scholars as Professors Jowett, Jebb, and Ellis, who
are still content to spell as Bentley and Porson spelt.
To write Homéros and Thoukudidés, Ktésias and
Kukléps, is an affectation which cannot be justified
even on the ground of accuracy, since the very forms
of the letters which confront us on the page testify
that Greek names transliterated into a Latin alphabet
are subject to the laws of Latin phonology. Names
which have established themselves in English may
retain their familiar dress, names commonly used by
Latin authors may be spelt, in our Latin alphabet,
according to the Latin system of transliteration, while
Greek names known only from an inscription or a coin
may perhaps be conformed to Greek orthography.
Lastly, I have to acknowledge the generous aid of
many eminent specialists who have placed at my dis-
posal their stores of knowledge or of books. To M.
Lenormant, Mr.A.]. Ellis, Professors Friedrich Miiller,
Jagic, and Robertson Smith my obligations have been
partially acknowledged in the notes. Dr. Euting has
most kindly allowed me to discuss with him many
obscure points, and has revised my account of the
Aramean and Iranian alphabets. Professor Jebb, Mr.
Morfill, Dr. Burnell, Mr. Cust, and Mr. Stallebrass
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have supplied valuable suggestions in connection with
the Greek, the Slavonic, the Indian, and the Mongolian
alphabets, and have read and annotated many of the
proofs. To Professor Percy Gardner and Mr. Barclay
Head I have never applied in vain for information re-
specting coins, by which alone the history of several
obscure local alphabets can be traced. The difficulty,
in a remote Yorkshire village, of obtaining access to
costly or unpurchasable books has been greatly lessened
by the kindness of Dr. Rost and Mr. Vaux. But my
thanks are more especially due to my friend Professor
Sayce, who, during the long course of years that the
book has been in progress, has given me constant
encouragement in my task, taking the trouble to read
nearly all the proofs, and most generously allowing me
to make use of his own unpublished discoveries in con-
nection with several of the most difficult scripts with
which I have had to deal, such, for instance, as the
Hittite and Cuneiform syllabaries, and the Asianic
alphabets.

The typographic difficulties involved in the pro-
duction of these pages have been so formidable, that a
word of acknowledgment is due to the skill and pains
with which they have been overcome by my printers,
Messrs. Gilbert and Rivington, who have placed at
my disposal their collection of Oriental types, unrivalled
probably by any private office, and excelled only by
the Government establishments at Paris and Vienna.

I. T.

SETTRINGTON, March, 1883.
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CHAPTER L.
THE INVENTORS OF WRITING.

§ 1. Alphabetic and non-Alphabetic Writing. § 2. Ideograms
and Phonograms. § 3. Classification of the Primitive
Systems of Writing. § 4. The Picture-writing of Savage
Tribes. §5§. The Chinese Characters. § 6. The Fapanese
Syllabaries. § 7. The Cuneiform Writing. § 8. The
Egyptian Hieroglyphics.

§ I. ALPHABETIC AND NON-ALPHABETIC WRITING.

To us nothing seems more natural or more easy
than to express on paper the sounds of our spoken
words by means of those twenty-six simple signs
which we call the letters of the Alphabet. The
phrase “as easy as A.B.C.” has actually become a
proverbial expression.

And yet, if we set aside the still more wonderful
invention of speech, the discovery of the Alphabet
may fairly be accounted the most difficult as well
as the most fruitful of all the past achievements of

B
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the human intellect. It has been at once the triumph,
the instrument, and the register of the progress of
our race. :

But, long before the Alphabet had been invented,
men had contrived other systems of graphic repre-
sentation by means of which words could be recorded.
The discovery of some rude form of the art of writing
was, we may believe, the first permanent step that
was taken in the progress towards civilization. Till
men could leave behind them a record of acquired
knowledge the sum of their acquisitions must have
remained almost stationary. Thus only could suc-
cessive generations be enabled to profit by the labours
of those who had gone before, and begin their onward
progress from the most advanced point which their
predecessors had attained.

It is true that at a time when writing was unknown
it would be possible for civilization to advance in
certain defined directions. There would, for example,
be nothing to prevent a considerable development of
artistic skill; the metallurgic, the ceramic, and the
textile arts might flourish, and certain forms of poetry
—lyric, epic, and dramatic—would not altogether be
impossible. All this might easily be the case, but,
on the other hand, law would be mainly custom,
science could be little more than vague tradition,
history would be uncertain legend, while religion must
have consisted mainly of rhythmic adorations, and of
formulas of magical incantation. The Vedic hymns,
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the Arval chants, the rhapsodies of the Kalevala, the
metrical maledictions of Accadian priests, the tale of
Troy, the legend of Romulus, the traditional folk lore
of the Maories, may give us a measure of the extreme
limits which are attainable by the religion, the lite-
rature, the history, and the science of unlettered
nations. It is more than a mere epigram to affirm
that unlettered races must of necessity be illiterate.
But not only may a people have a literature without
letters, but they may possess the Art of Writing without
the knowledge of an Alphabet. Every system of non-
alphabetic writing will, however, either be so limited
in its power of expression as to be of small practical
value, or, on the other hand, it will be so difficult and
complicated as to be unsuited for general use. It is
only by means of the potent simplicity of the alphabet
that the art of writing can be brought within general
reach. The familiar instances of Egypt, Assyria, and
China are sufficient to prove that without the alphabet
any complete system for the graphic representation of
speech is an acquirement so arduous as to demand the
labour of a lifetime. Under such conditions, science
and religion necessarily tend to remain the exclusive
property of a sacerdotal caste; any diffused and
extended national culture becomes impossible, religion
degenerates into magic, the chasm which separates
the rulers and the ruled grows greater and more
impassable, and the very art of writing, instead of
being the most effective of all the means of progress,
B 2
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becomes one of the most powerful of the instruments
by which the masses of mankind can be held
enslaved.

Hence it must be admitted that the really important
factor in human progress is not so much the discovery
of a method by which words can be recorded, as the
invention of some facile graphic device, such as the
alphabet, by means of which the art of writing can be
so far simplified as to become attainable before the
years of adolescence have been passed.

But though alphabetic writing, when once in-
vented, becomes an art easy to acquire, it has proved
itself to be a discovery most difficult to effect. To
invent and to bring to perfection the score or so of
handy symbols for the expression of spoken sounds
which we call our Alphabet, has proved to be the
most arduous enterprise on which the human intellect
has ever been engaged. Its achievement tasked the
genius of the three most gifted races of the ancient
world. It was begun by the Egyptians, continued by
the Semites, and finally perfected by the Greeks. To
show that from certain Egyptian hieroglyphic pictures,
which were in use long before the Pyramids were
erected, it is possible to deduce the actual outlines of
almost every letter of our mecdern English Alphabet ;
to recount the history and to investigate the trans-
formations of these ancient phonograms thrcugh the
period of 6000 years during which they have been in
use ; to trace also the unity and the historical connec-
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tion which subsists between all the various existing
alphabets of the world ; these are the tasks to which
the following pages will be devoted.

§ 2. IDEOGRAMS AND PHONOGRAMS.

The Egyptian hieroglyphic writing, although it is
the source of all existing alphabets, is far from being
the only graphic system which has been invented, or
cven the only one which attained the afphabetic stage
of development. Again and again, at different epochs,
men of various races have independently succeeded
in inventing methods of Writing, which may be defined
as “the art of recording events and sending mes-
sages.” In all such cases the starting point and the
general direction of development have been the same.
Every system of writing has begun with rude pic-
tures of objects; these pictures, more or less conven-
tionalized, were gradually assumed as the represen-
tatives of words, and afterwards became the symbols
of more or less elementary sounds.

To use the convenient technical phraseology which
is now generally adopted, we may say that Writing
began with IDEOGRAMS, which afterwards developed
into PHONOGRAMS.

IDEOGRAMS may be defined to be pictures intended
to represent either things or thoughts. There are
two kinds of Ideograms; (1) Pictures, or actual repre-
sentations of objects; (2) Pictorial symbols, which
are used to suggest abstract ideas.




6 THE INVENTORS OF WRITING.

PHoNoGRAMS may be defined as the graphic symbols
of sounds. They have usually arisen out of conven-
tionalized Ideograms, which have been taken to repre-
sent sounds instead of things. Phonograms are of
three kinds; (1) Verbal signs, which stand for entire
words; (2) Syllabic signs, which stand for the articu-
lations of which words are composed; (3) Alphabetic
signs, or letters, which represent the eiementary sounds
into which the syllable can be resolved.

The development of alphabetic writing proceeds
regularly through these five successive stages.

Although our own writing has reached the alpha-
betic stage, yet we still continue to employ a con-
siderable number of phonographic and ideographic
signs. According to Grotefend, several of the Roman
numerals are ancient ideograms. That the digits
I, Il, HI., may be regarded as pictures of fingers
is implied by their very name, and on the whole it
is most probable that V was at first a picture of the
fork of the hand, with the fingers collected and the
thumb apart, so that VV or X represents the two
hands, while IV and VI would be a picture of the
hand with the subtraction or addition of a finger.!

t Ritschl, Zur Geschichte des lateinischen Alphabets (Rheinisches
Museum fiir Philologie, 1869), has undertaken to explain the origin
of the Roman numerals from unused letters of the Greek alphabet.
His explanation may be accepted so far as concerns the origin of
M and D from @, of C from ©, and of L from ¢ , but with regard
to the numerals V and X, relying on the opinion of Mommsen (Die
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The zodiacal and planetary signs used by astro-
nomers are also ideograms. The symbol ¥ is the
caduceus of Mercury entwined by two serpents; ¢ is
the mirror of Venus, with its handle; and & is the
shield and spear of Mars. The symbol ¥, which
denotes Jupiter, resolves itself into an arm grasping a
thunderbolt ; while », which stands for Saturn, is a
-mower’s scythe. On the celebrated zodiac of Den-
dera, the date of which is believed to be about 700 B.C.,
the signs of the zodiac are exhibited in a primitive
pictorial form, which leaves no doubt as to their signi-
fication. Thus we see that in v, the modern sign for
Aries, nothing is left but the curved horns of the
Ram; in 8 we may recognize the head and horns of
Taurus; in ¢+ we have the arrow and a portion of the
bow of Sagittarius, while the curious symbol w is
found actually to preserve the whole outline of the

unteritalischen Dialekte, pp. 33, 34), I venture to differ even from a
scholar so great as Ritschl. Not only does his explanation seem to
be unsupported by evidence, but it is difficult to reconcile it with
such evidence as exists. The Etruscan and Roman numerals cannot
be dissociated. The famous Etruscan gem of the “Calculator,” now
at Paris (Fabretti, No. 2578 #7), seems to me to be fatal to Ritschl’s
theory. The two numerals, @ and X, which Ritschl would identify
as successive forms of the same sign, appear side by side on the
calculating board, evidently denoting different numbers, doubtless
100 and 10. It is also most improbable that the two forms of
theta, @ and ©, should have the entirely different values of 10 and
100. The Etruscan § is A, apparently an ideogram of the hand like
the Roman V ; while | and >, which stand for 1 and 3, seem to
represent respectively the forefinger, and the forefinger partly doubled
down,
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primitive picture of Capricornus, the small circle being
the head of the Goat, with the forelegs below, the
tody and tail extending to the left.

Among other ideograms which we employ may be
enumerated the crown and the broad arrow, sundry
trade marks and armorial bearings,! together with
several printers’ signs, such as ¢, !, and =. To
these we may add certain shop signs, such as the
barber’s pole with its spiral bandages, which is a
significant ideogram of the bloodletter, or the three
golden balls of our pawnbrokers, a curious survival
of the boluses which denoted the ancestral calling of
the Florentine family of the Medici.

Such symbols as £. s. 4., though alphabetic in their
origin, are now used simply as convenient phonograms,
standing for the words ‘“pounds” *shillings” and
“pence.” To the same class belong the signs &c., ?,
$, Ibs., cwt.; most of the Arabic numerals are degraded
forms of Semitic letters; while the successive forms
ET €T & & & of < - show that the alge-
braical sign + is a contraction of the Latin word ¢/, as
— is of minus.

The letters of the alphabet, on the other hand, are
phonograms which by the process of long continued
detrition have reached an extreme stage of simplicity
both as regards form and value. If the history of
any one of our alphabetic symbols be traced backwards,
it will be found to resolve itself ultimately into the

! “Canting arms” such as those of Ash-ton, a tree growing in a
tun, are phonograms rather than ideograms.
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conventionalized picture of some object. In spite of
long continued usage during so many centuries, the
modern letter retains in almost every instance manifest
features derived from the primitive picture from which
it has descended.

As an illustration we may examine the history of
the letter »2, which is known to be the conventionalized
picture of an owl. In the old Egyptian language the
name of thec owl was mulak. The picture of the owl
must have been primarily used as an ideogram to
denote the bird itself, secondly as a phonogram stand-
ing for the name of the bird ; it then became a syllabic
sign used to express the sound 7%, the first syllable of
the name, until ultimately it came to be employed
simply to denote 2, the initial sound of that syllable.
During the progress of these changes in the value of
the symbol the monumental representation remained
so far unchanged that it can be recognized at once as
being consciously intended for the picture of an owl.
But when the Hieroglyphics were written on papyrus
instead of stone the old Hieroglyphic picture, ,
assumed a cursive form which could be more rapidly
and easily written, and we have the character {3
standing for 7. In the Hieratic writing the picturc
was so entirely conventionalized that there seems to be
no remaining consciousness of the significance of the
original picture, the back and legs are omitted, and
we obtain the forms %, and 2. In the Demotic
writing, which is still more cursive, we find further
simplifications, first », and then 5. It will presently

o — _ s
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be shown that the Semitic letters must have been
derived from the Hieratic forms of the Egyptian
characters. The earliest known specimen of Semitic
writing is the inscription on the Moabite stone. In
this inscription the letter 7 appears as ¥, a form
which can without difficulty be connected with the
Hieratic prototype ». From the Moabite letter the
transition is easy to the early Greek form “{, whence
are derived the later Greek forms M, Mand u. From
the Greek colonies in Italy came the Roman capital
M, from which we obtain the minuscule m, and, finally,
our modern script form 7.

It will be noticed that our English letter has pre-
served, throughout its long history of 6000 years,
certain features by which it may be recognized as the
conventionalized picture of an owl. In the capital
letter M the two peaks, which are the lineal descendants
of the two ears of the owl, still retain between them a
not inapt representation of the beak, while the first of
the vertical strokes represents the breast. In the
script form e, the central hanger stands for the beak,
on either side of which are seen the two curves which
represent the ears.

But this is only a small portion of the long and
varied history of this letter. The same essential
features may be traced with more or less distinctness
throughout all the marvellous transformations which the
form of this letter has undergone in other alphabets,
some of the more typical of which are given in the
subjoined table.
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In these varied symbols of this sound, as well as in
many other forms which might easily have been added,
(it is possible, without any very great difficulty, to
detect surviving elements of the primitive Hierogly-
phic picture, and to make out either the ears, the beak,
or the breast of the owl. Almost any other letter
might have been taken as an illustration of the way in
which modern Alphabetic signs may be traced back to
their primitive picture forms. Thus the letter F is
derived from x=a_, the Hieroglyphic picture of the
cerastes, or horned Egyptian asp. The two bars of
our F are the survivals of the two horns, while the
vertical stroke represents the body. In the letter Y,
which comes from the same Hieroglyphic picture, the
two horns and the body of the asp are retained; but
in the derivatives V and U the body has entirely
disappeared, while the reduplicated character W is
constructed of four strokes, which stand simply for
four horns. In the Hebrew 94, the Samaritan %, the
Armenian ], and the Runic P, the horns and the
body may easily be discerned; in the Syriac q, the
Arabic s, and the Sanskrit ® the two horns have
coalesced into a loop, while in the Burmese O the body
has disappeared, and the loop alone is left as a repre-
sentative of the horns. In like manner it might be
shown that the letter A was originally the picture of
an eagle, R of the mouth, D of the hand, and so on
with the rest.

The origin and developments of the several letters
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of the alphabet will be investigated in detail in sub-’
sequent chapters ; the foregoing instances being here
brought forward only as illustrations of the proposi-
tion as to the pictorial origin of our letters, and also
with the object of giving some general notion of the
way in which all existing alphabets are linked together
by the tie of a common parentage. But before enter-
ing upon the task of investigating systematically the
origin and connection of the many hundred alpha-
betic signs which are in use in different parts of the
world, it will be necessary to give an account of ideco-
grapbi'c and syllabic signs, out of which alphabetic
characters have arisen. The remainder of this pre-
liminary chapter will therefore be devoted to a rapid
sketch of the various systems of non-alphabetic writing,
with the special object of investigating the processes
by which primitive picture ideograms have passed
through the successive stages of phonograms and
syllabic signs till they finally developed into letters.

§3 CLASSIFICATION OF THE PRIMITIVE SYSTEMS OF
WRITING.

There are no less than five great systems of picture
writing which have independently been invented.
These, together with their principal developments in
the direction of phonetic writing, may be enumerated
as follows.

We have—
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I. Tue EcypTiaN.

1. The Monumental Hieroglyphic.
2. The Cursive Hieratic.
3. The Semitic Alphabet.
4. The Cursive Demotic.
5. The Coptic Alphabet (in part).

IlI. TuE CUNEIFORM.

ITI.

A ol T
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. The Linear Babylonian Hicroglyphs.
. The Archaic Babylonian Cuneiform.
. The Hieratic Babylonian.

The Susian Syllabary.
The Assyrian Cuneiform.

. The Armenian Cuneiform, or Alarodian.
. The later Babylonian (3rd Achzmenian).
. The Protemedic Syllabary (2nd Achzmenian).

The Persian Cuneiform Alphabet (1st Achz-
menian).

THE CHINESE.

The Ku-wen picture ideograms.

. The square Kyai-shu, or “model ” character.

The Japanese Katakana Syllabary.
The cursive Tsau-shu, or “grass ” character.
The Japanese Hirakana Syllabary.

IV. TuE MEXICAN.

I.
2,

The Aztec picture ideograms.
The Maya Alphabet of Yucatan.
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V. Tue HirmiTE.

1. The Carchemish Hieroglyphs.
2. The Asia Minor Syllabary.

3. The Lycian Alphabet (in part).
4. The Cypriote Syllabary.

In addition to these systems we have the indepen-
dently invented picture writing of various semi-savage
tribes, such as the North American Indians, the Picts,
the Laplanders and the Eskimos.

§ 4. THE PICTURE-WRITING OF SAVAGE TRIBES.

The great historic systems of writing are of such
immense antiquity that their history has to be ex-
~plained to a great extent by the aid of conjecture and
analogy. Hence the rudimentary forms of picture
writing, which we find among the less cultured races,
are of considerable interest and value, inasmuch as
they throw light on the earlier stages of the develop-
ment of graphic symbols.

The earliest attempts at the graphic art of which we
have any knowledge reach back to a more primaval
period than even the piles of potsherds which mark
so many of the sites of pre-historic habitation. In the
rock shelters of Southern France the palzolithic men,
who followed the retreating ice of the last glacial
epoch, and who were contemporaries of the woolly
rhinoceros, the hyena, the cave bear, and the mam-
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moth, have left behind them numerous records of their
pursuits, rudely scratched by means of flint flakes on
the bones, horns, and tusks of the extinct beasts with
whom they struggled for existence.

Probably the very earliest record which we possess
of any actual event is the scene depicted on a frag-
ment of an antler, which was found in the rock shelter
at Laugerie Basse, in Auvergne. A primaeval hunter,
naked save for the long hair which protects his body
from the cold, has crept up to a gigantic Urus, fceding
in the grass, and is seen in the very act of casting a
spear at his unsuspecting prey.

On another piece of antler from the same locality
we have pourtrayed in the most spirited manner the
charge of an elephant, who comes on with mouth wide
open and elevated trunk.! From caves of the same
paleolithic age we have also representations of the
mammoth, the reindeer, the seal, the whale, and the
cave bear, and on one curious fragment the chase of
the wild horse is cleverly represented.

! See Boyd Dawkins, Early Man in Britain, pp. 213—215.
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These graphic efforts of the palaolithic men are
remarkable, not only for a very high degree of artistic
excellence, but also for their immense antiquity. The
“Cave Men” who have left behind them these records
of their pursuits were of Pleistocene age—an antiquity
not as yet measurable to us by any computation of
years, or even of centuries. But the evidence enables
us to assign these early attempts at a graphic record
of events to a period more remote than the invention
of pottery or of spinning—prior even to the taming of
any domestic animal, or the cultivation of cereals;
earlier, so far as we know, than the construction of
any kind of human habitation.

Coming down to more recent times, we find similar
attempts among many savage races. The grave of a
chief is indicated by his totem scratched upon a slab:
tribal boundaries are marked by stones engraved with
the totem of the tribe. The very curious records on
the Pictish Stones of Scotland, the pictures on the
magic drums of the Laplanders, the drawings found
on rocks in Australia, Siberia, Peru and Arabia, not
only show how keenly men of different races have
striven to record their thoughts, and to leave behind
them some lasting memorial of their deeds, but are
also of value as proving the essential similarity of the
means which they have adopted to give effect to their
desires. .

Of a somewhat different nature are mnemonic
records, used as an aid to the memory of a messenger

c
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or narrator. To this category belong the wampum
belts which constitute the tribal records of the North
American Indians. Wampum is the name given to
strings of perforated shells, usually the great clam, the
pearl oyster, or the Venus shell, which are woven into
belts of various patterns, into which dates, treaties,
and national events are “talked.” The belts are com-
mitted to the care of special custodians, and are handed
down from generation to generation as the archives of
the various tribes. A belt of wampum made of fresh-
water univalves constituted the great charter of the
-Iroquois league ; and the treaty which the Delaware
or Leni Lenape Indians made with Penn in 1682 is
commemorated by a belt of white and purple wampum,
which is still preserved at Philadelphia.'

To the same class of records belong the quippus,

or knotted cords, by which the Incas of Peru transmit-
ted orders to the outlying provinces of their empire;
and which were also made to serve as biographical
memoirs of the events in the lives of distinguished
persons, and were frequently buried with them in their
graves.

Wampum and quippus are mnemonic records of the
most elementary kind. Of a more elaborate character
are the curious birch bark pictures which are employed
by the North American Indians to suggest to the
mind the order of the successive verses of the songs

! Dawson, Fussil Men, pp. 143, 144-

— e — - - = - —_- P
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of love or war which are chanted over the camp fires.
The attempt to interpret such memorials is usually
hopeless unless the clue is known. More easy to ex-
plain are the warnings of danger, or the records of
hunting exploits which were scratched on rocks or
scored on the blazed trunks of trees, in which certain
conventional signs are usually employed. Intelligible
memorials of certain important events have occasionally
been preserved by means of pictorial records of this
nature. A good example is supplied by a rude draw-
ing which was cut more than a century ago on the
bark of a tree in Ohio. This drawing, a facsimile of
which is given below, commemorates the achieve-
ments of Wingemund, a chief of the Leni Lenape
tribe, who attacked the English settlements in the
years 1762 and 1763.

= W @

XEX@ ,
X

T

At the bottom of the picture we see twenty-three
warriors, who are bending forward to show that they
are proceeding on the war-path. The sun has made
ten pathways, the arrangement of which in two groups

c2
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indicates two expeditions, one of six days in duration,
the other of four. We have in the centre the repre-
sentation of the three English forts which were
attacked. The lowgst is Fort Pitt, at the confluence of
two rivers, the Alleghany and the Monogehala. The
square bastioned fort enclosing two buildings represents
the trading station at Detroit, and the third is a smallex
fort, situated on an island in Lake Erie. To the
left are seen ten vanquished enemies. The four who
retain their heads were taken prisoners, the other six
represent the slain. In the corner is seen the figure of
a tortoise. This is an ideogram which is found at the
end of other similar records, and may probably denote
“return to land,” or perhaps *safety.” The introduc-
tion of this ideogram marks the furthest stage reached
by the Red Men in the graphic art. In the other
portions of the design we have only representations
of concrete objects. The figure of the tortoise is an
immense step in advance: it marks the beginning of
symbolism. The tortoise is a pure ideogram, the
picture of an object being taken as the conventional
symbol of an abstract thought.

It is manifest that the introduction of symbolic ideo-
grams renders possible a greatly extended develop-
ment of the art of graphic representation. Schoolcraft,
in his account of the Indian tribes, gives a considerable
number of these conventional symbols. Thus a pipe
stands for *‘ peace,” a vine for “friendship,” a fowl with
outstretched wings denotes ‘“haste,” a fire means a
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“family circle,” and concentric circles or suns represent
“time.” By the aid of the French missionaries this
system of pictorial symbolism has been developed
among the Mikmaks of Nova Scotia and New Bruns-
wick to so great an extent that whole sentences can
be ideographically expressed. A few years ago a
religious work was printed at Vienna in the Mikmak
language, in which no less than 35701 ideographic
symbols are employed.

A further extension of the system of picture writing
became possible when it was discovered that complex
ideas could be conveyed by combinations of simple
ideograms. Thus in the primitive Chinese writing
we find a “wife” is denoted by the combination of the
conventional pictures of a “woman” and a *“ broom,”
and the verb “to love” is expressed by the pictures of
a “woman” and a “son.” In the early Cuneiform
writing precisely the same procedure was employed.
The symbol for “prison” is a combination of the
symbols for “house” and “darkness,” while a * tear”
is denoted by the signs for “eye” and “water.” This
device is familiar to the philologist, such a compound
noun as ‘‘eye-water” being admissible in numerous
languages.

It is plain that pure picture writing is absolutely
independent of language. Such a record as that of the
Leni Lenape chief could have been interpreted as well
by a Huron as a Cree, by a French trapper from
Canada, or by an English settler from Virginia. This,
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however, ceases to be the case in the next stage of the
development of writing, in which ideograms give birth
to phonograms. From pictures which represent things
or thoughts were derived pictures which represent
sounds.

The form of conundrum called the 7¢bus affords a
familiar instance of the simplest kind of phonogram.
In the 7ebus the picture of an object is taken to denote
any word or part of a word which has the same sound
as the name of the thing pictured.! If, for instance,
like the ancient Egyptians, we were to adopt a circle
with a central dot as our ordinary written symbol for
the sun, this would be a pure ideogram. But if we
were to go on, and, after the Egyptian or Chinese
method, were to use the same symbol to express also
the word “son,” we should have a phonogram of that
primitive type which has repeatedly served to bridge
over the gap between picture ideograms and phonetic
characters.

It is probable that the adoption of the important
step by which the advance was made from ideograms
to phonograms arose out of the necessity of expressing
proper names., This is indicated By the Mexican
picture writing, which at the time of the arrival of the
Spaniards was just reaching the stage of the phono-

" As in the well known rebus in which the sentence “I saw a boy
swallow a gooseberry ” is represented by pictures of an eye, a saw, a
boy, a swallow, a goose, and a berry.
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graphic expression of the names of persons and places.
Thus the name of the fourth Mexican monarch was Itz-
coatl, or “ Knife-Snake.” In the Le Tellier Codex the
name of thisking is represented by obsidian

knives, #z/, surrounding a serpent, coatl. 7

This is mere picture writing, like the

Accadian ““ eye-water,” or the Chinese *“broom-woman.”
But in the Vergara Codex the name of the same king is
represented phonographically by a »eéus. The

first syllable 7¢z is denoted ideographically

as before by means of a weapon armed with B==="
blades of obsidian, z£z/;, but the remainder of the word
is expressed, not by a snake, coat/, but by two phono-
grams, an earthen pot, co(m2¢/) and the sign of water
a(¢/).! This example proves that the Aztecs, at the
time of the Spanish conquest, had taken the first step
on the road to the invention of a system of phonographic
writing. The necessity of being able to express proper
names had brought them to the crucial point which sepa-
rates ideograms from phonograms. Under the tuition
of Spanish missionaries the Mexican ideograms were
subsequently developed so as to be capable of express-
ing the sounds of a foreign idiom, as is shown by a
Latin Pater-Noster wholly transcribed by means of
pictorial phonograms.

' See Tylor, Early History of Mankind, p. 93 ; Houghton, in
Trans. Soc. Biblical Archaology, vi. p. 456 ; Lenormant, L'Alphabet
Phénicien, p. 25; De Rosny, Ecritures Figuratives, p. 17.
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But without such foreign assistance another nation of
Central America had advanced still further on the path
which leads to Alphabetic writing. At Palenqué, the
ruined capital of the Mayas of Yucatan, several inscrip-
tions have been found written with phonetic signs,
which are believed to have been derived from the
Mexican Hieroglyphics; and three MSS.,' written in
the same character, have fortunately been preserved.
From the writings of Diego de Landa we obtain the
key to this curious Maya writing. It appears that, in
addition to a certain number of syllabic signs and a
few ideograms, the Mayas employed twenty-seven cha-
racters which must be admitted to be alphabetic. The
high state of civilization attained by this people is thus
attested, not only by the ruins of their magnificent build-
ings, but by the invention of a system of writing actually
superior in simplicity and convenience to that employed
at the present day by the Chinese, or even by the
great Assyrian nation at the epoch of its greatest
power and glory. The systems of picture writing,
which were invented and developed by the tribes of
.Central America, are however so obscure, and so little
is really known about their history, that they must be
regarded rather as literary curiosities than as affording
suitable materials for enabling us to arrive at any

! The “Dresden Codex,” the * Manuscript Troano,” and the
“Second Mexican MS,,” in the National Library at Paris. Sayce,
Science of Language, ii., p. 220.
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general conclusions as to the nature of the early stages
of the development of the graphic art.

§ 5. THE CHINESE CHARACTERS.

It is in the case of the Chinese characters that we
find the most notable instance of a graphic system which
has never succeeded in advancing beyond the most
rudimentary stage of conventionalized picture writing.
The early processes in the development of picture
writing may therefore be studied to the best advantage
in connexion with Chinese.

The complicated characters which fill the columns of
a Chinese book seem to the uninitiated to present a
mere hopeless maze of unintelligible puzzles. Recent
investigations into the history of these characters
throw unexpected light upon their origin and meaning.
We possess a chronological series of authentic dated

-inscriptions which extend back to the time of the Shang
Dynasty, and there are other inscriptions which are
considerably older, but of less certain date. When, by
the aid of the more ancient monuments, the modern
Chinese characters are traced back to their earlier
types, it becomes evident, as has been shown by de
Rosny and Dr. Edkins,' that they are conventionalized
forms, descended from rude pictures to which they now
bear little or no resemblance. For example, taking one

* De Rosny, Ecritures Figuratives, Panis, 1870; Edkins, /ntroduc-
tion to the Study of the Chinese Characters, London, 1876.
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or two of the more simple characters, we find that the
word £7uen, a “dog,” is denoted by the character X,
and mu “wood” by K. These two characters present
a much closer resemblance to each other than either of
them possesses to the object whose name it bears. But
when these characters are traced back to their earlier
forms the difficulty disappears. The character for 7,
“wood,” was originally written § or X, a form in
which the representation of a tree, with its branches,
trunk, and roots, can be plainly recognized. In the
other case we find the character for £%uen, a ‘“dog,”
takes the formsﬁ » R, and »., in which it is not diffi-
cult to perceive a rude outline intended for the picture
of a dog. The earlier forms of the ideogram make it
easy to recognize in the modern character the par-
ticular strokes which correspond to the body, legs, tail,
head, and ears in the primitive picture. Even in the
contracted form %, which is used in compound cha-
racters, it is not impossible to detect the original sig-
nification of the several strokes.

The foregoing are comparatively simple cases.
Many characters which have a more complicated
appearance can also be referred with equal certainty to
their primitive picture forms. The modern square or
model character W, ma, signifies a “horse.” Every
stroke of this character can be recognized in the ancient
form %, which belongs to the Lieu-wen style of
writing, the date of which is about 800 B.c. Even at
this remote date the resemblance to the horse is by no
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means conspicuous ; but if we go back to the still more
ancient Ku-wen writing, the original pictorial signifi-
cance of each of the several strokes becomes
manifest, and the primitive pictures %7, % and
enable us to discover in the modern character the
particular strokes by which the head, mane, legs and
tail of the animal were originally represented.

The next step is to resolve the compound characters
into the combinations of pictures of which they are
composed. Thus a “hermit” is denoted by the two
characters {Jj, which in their ancient forms @ are
easily seen to be pictures intended to represent a
“man” on a *mountain.”

A further extension of the system of graphic re-
presentation was effected by the aid of the principle of
symbolism. The pictures of things were employed as
the symbols of abstract ideas. Thus “safe” is expressed
by the picture of a “hand” stretching down to help
a “woman,” and “danger” by a “man” on a “cliff.”
The “sun” seen under a “tree” means “dark,” while
the “sun” over a “tree,” or the “sun” and “moon”
side by side, mean “light.” To *“assist” a person
demands deeds as well as words, and is expressed by
pictures of a “mouth” and a “hand.” Two hands
joined together stand for a *“friend,” and a picture of
a knife, which signifies to ‘‘divide,” in conjunction
with the symbol for money, signifies “poor.” In this
way most of the signs for the 40,000 words which are
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said to be contained in the Chinese Dictionaries may
ultimately be resolved into conventionalized pictures.
It would perhaps be more correct to call them symbols
rather than pictures, as in their modern forms very few
of them manifest any appreciable resemblance to the
original pictures from which they have descended.

In examining such a system of writing we are as
much amazed at its excessive cumbrousness as at its
extreme ingenuity. It is quite as remarkable that the
Chinese should have succeeded in elaborating a vast
system of picture writing of such immense difficulty,
as that they should altogether have failed in discover-
ing any simpler syllabic or alphabetic device.

In fact, it is owing to the unique character of the
language that the invention of the Chinese writing
became possible. The Chinese language is a language
of roots; it has no terminations to denote number, case,
tense, mood, or person; the same word, without change
of form, may be used as a noun, a verb, an adjective,
an adverb, or a particle;' grammatical relations are
denoted only by position; and no word consists of
more than one syllable. The number of the distinct
monosyllabic combinations of consonant and vowel
amount in the Chinese language to 450. By means
of the four “ tones,” or variations of accent, it becomes
possible to utter as many as 1203 distinguishable

' Thus the syllable #z, according to its position in the sentence,
may mean either great, greatness, to increase, much, or very.
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monosyllabic words. But it is manifest that the needs
of a people so advanced in civilization as the Chinese
cannot be satisfied by means of so limited a vocabu-
lary. Hence there are necessarily in Chinese a large
number of homophones; that is, the same articulation
has to do duty for several wholly different words.
Most of the Chinese monosyllables have therefore
more than one meaning.! In the five spoken dialects
(all of which differ considerably from the conventional
language which is employed in bocks) confusion is
avoided by the use of gesture and “tone;” in the
written speech the necessity for the adoption of some
corresponding expedient is manifest. When such
cases of homophony occur in our own language the
difficulty is frequently solved for us by the fortunate
accident of the anomalies of our historical spelling,
which, whatever its demerits, is not without compen-
sating advantages. For instance, we have in English
the four homophones r:te, write, right, and wright.
By the aid of the variant spelling a child readily learns
that these homophones are really four different words
which happen to be pronounced alike. The advantages
of a variant spelling are perhaps more clearly seen in
the case of a foreign language, such as French, in
which the reader welcomes the aid of the variant

* For instance, the sound y# may mean either me, agree, rejoice,
measure, stupid, or black ox; and /z may be either forge, vehicle,
precious stone, dew, way, or turn aside.
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spelling of such homophones as sazg, cent, sans, and s'en.
There would be a very appreciable inconvenience if
English and French were either written ideographi-
cally like Chinese, or phonetically according to the
schemes of certain spelling reformers, instead of by
means of an elastic alphabet. Much more considerable
would be the ambiguities in Chinese, where nearly
every phonetic symbol has to represent a considerable
number of homophonic words. To meet this difficulty
a device has been adopted, which is worthy of note as
being almost exactly the same as the expedient by
which the same difficulty, which must be encountered
in every ideographic system of writing, was solved in
the Egyptian Hieroglyphics and in the Assyrian
Cuneiform.

To denote graphically any Chinese word two symbols
are employed in combination. One of these is a
phonogram, which conveys the sound of the word, the
other is an ideogram determining wiich of all the
words having this sound is the one intended to be ex-
pressed.. These explanatory ideograms, which in
Egyptian and Cuneiform are called ¢ determinatives,”
in Chinese go by the name of “kev,” “radicals,” or
“ primitives "—terms which are sor ewhat misleading,
as the Chinese name, wez, means ather “classes.”

An example will make more ciear the way in which
these explanatory ideograms are employed. The
sound pa, for instance, has i+ Chinese eight distinct
significations, that is there ire eight different words
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which are thus pronounced. One of the phonogzrams
which expresses the sound pz is &, the original form
of which, &, is apparently the picture of the “tail” of
some animal. In conjunction with the key of “plants”
the phonogram denotes a “banana tree,” with the key
of “iron” it signifies a “ war-chariot,” with the key of
“sickness” it means a “scar,” with the key of “mouth”
it stands for a “cry,” and so on with the four other
neanings which the sound may have.

.To return to the case of the four English homo-
phonic words already cited, the Chinese plan is much
as if we were to take the picture of a pen as a phono-
gram to denote the sound wrvfe. Together with the
picture of a church as a key or determinative this
picture of a pen might stand for “rite,” with the key of
a book it might signify ‘ write,” while with the keys of
a straight line and a hammer it would denote “right”
and “ wright.”

Compared.with the ease and simplicity of alphabetic
writing the complexity and difficulty of the Chinese
method is obvigus. It seems moreover to be unavoid-
able. In the Egyptian and Cuneiform systems it was
also found neces.gry, in order to overcome the diffi-
culty of expressing;,homophones without confusion, to
adopt the very same. . xpedient ; the phonetic signs were
explained and interpreted by means of determinatives.

The Egyptians employed between 300 and 400
phonetic signs, which -gere interpreted by about g4
generic determinatives, w: ‘le for the Assyrian Cunei-
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form 522 phonetics and 27 determinatives are cata-
logued in Prof. Sayce’s Grammar. Both classes of
signs are more numerous in Chinese. The phonetic
characters have been reckoned by Dr. Marshman at
3867, and the ideographic signs are supposed to amount
to nearly 2000. Many of these however are rare, or
fallen out of use, and it may be said that only 1144
phonetic signs and 214 ideographic “keys ” are practi-
cally required. By means of these 1358 conventional-
ized pictures, taken in groups, two and two together,
any one of the forty thousand words in the Chinese
language can be written down without ambiguity.

It is plain that to acquire an exhaustive knowledge
of such a cumbrous system of writing would be a very
formidable task. But even to obtain such an acquaint-
ance with it as to be able to write a common business
letter, or to read an ordinary book, it is necessary for
a Chinese student to commit to memory some 6000 or
7000 of these groups of characters. This by itself
constitutes a serious tax upon the memory, and the tax
on the faculties of attention and accuracy is even greater,
for many of the characters being necessarily very much
alike, it is most difficult to distinguish them without
mistake, as will be seen by the inspection of the
columns of any Chinese book. The result is that at
the age of twenty-five a diligent Chinese student has
barely acquired the same amount of facility in reading
and writing which is usually attained by a child in an
English village school at the age of ten. It may fairly
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be said that with the Chinese method it takes twenty
years instead of five to learn to read and write. About
6000 words are found in the authorized version of the
English Bible, in an ordinary English Dictionary there
are about 43,000, while a Dictionary which includes
scientific terms may probably contain no less than
100,000 words. By learning how to form twenty-six
very simple characters an English child acquires the
powerof writingdown any ordinary English words. But
in China it would be necessary for him to learn to deli-
neate from memory the difficult forms of more than a
thousand distinct characters, and also to remember the
arbitrary meanings of something like 6000 groups of
signs. It is evident that there would be a considerable
number of persons who would not possess the needful
- accuracy of hand and brain, not to speak of the leisure
and patience, necessary for learning to read and write
on such a system. Hence in countries which have not
had the good fortune to be in possession of an alphabet,
the art of writing, demanding so many years for its
acquirement, has necessarily become a rare accomplish-
ment, confined to a learned caste. Among the Egyp-
tians and Assyrians, as well as among the Chinese, to
be a “scribe” has constituted a profession by itself.

§ 6. THE JAPANESE SYLLABARIES.

SvLLABISM, the next stage in the progress of writing,
finds its best illustration in the development of the
Japanese writing out of the Chinese.

’ D
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The monosyllabic nature of the language of the
Chinese enabled them to elaborate the »ebus into a
graphic system so complete as to make it possible to
dispense with any advance towards an alphabetic
method. In a monosyllabic language the interval
which ordinarily separates the 7ebus from syllabic
writing does not exist. Hence it was possible for the
Chinese system of verbal phonograms to remain
essentially unchanged for a period which their tradition
fixes at upwards of 4000 years. But in Japan the
conditions of the problem were wholly different.
About the 3rd century A.p., at the time of the.great
Eastern extension of the Buddhist faith, the Japanese
came into contact with the civilization of China, and
obtained a knowledge of the characters in which
the Chinese literature was written. The Japanese
language being polysyllabic, the Chinese characters,
which are verbal phonograms, could only be used for
the expression of the polysyllabic Japanese words by
being treated as syllabic signs. The advance to
syllabism was thus inevitable. A number of characters
sufficient to constitute a syllabary having been selected
from the numerous Chinese phonograms, it was found
that the whole apparatus of “keys” might be rejected,
being no longer indispensable to the reader. By these
two changes an almost incredible simplification of the
Chinese writing was effected. But though syllabism
is a great advance on a system of verbal phonograms,
yet it is necessarily somewhat cumbrous, owing to the
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considerable number of characters which are required.
In Ambharic, for instance, which is printed syllabically,
there are 33 consonantal sounds, each of which may
combine with any of the seven vowels. Hence, to
print a page of an Amharic book 7x 33 or 231 different
types are required, instead of the 4o types which would
suffice on an alphabetic method. In Japanese this
difficulty is less formidable than in many other lan-
guages, owing to the simplicity of the phonetic system,
which possesses only five vowel sounds and the fifteen
consonantal sounds, 7, f, 6, p,n, ¢, d, ts, w, &, g, ¥, s,
z, m. There are therefore only 75 possible syllabic
combinations of a consonant followed by a vowel.
Several of these potential combinations do not actually
occur in the language, and hence it is possible, with
somewhat less than fifty distinct syllabic signs, to write
down any Japanese word.

The Japanese have two syllabaries, both of which
were independently derived from the Chinese at some
tine before the end of the gth century A.n. The
Hirakana syllabary was derived from a cursive form
of the Chinese writing called the Tsau or ¢“grass”
character. In the Hirakana syllabary there are about
300 signs, a large number of which are either variants
or homophones. The Katakana syllabary is more
simple. It was obtained from the Kyai or “model”
type of the Chinese character, and comprises only a
single sign, written more or less cursively, for each of the
forty-seven syllabic sounds in the Japanese language.

D 2
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The Japanese word Zafz means “side,” one side or
part of the Chinese character being usually taken to
represent the whole. In this way, the outline of the
character being in most cases considerably simplified,
and all determinatives, variants and homophones being
omitted, the Japanese have provided themselves with
one of the best syllabaries which has ever been.
constructed.

Here, however, the development has stopped
short. The fact that during more than a thousand
years it should never have occurred to a people so
ingenious and inventive as the Japanese to develope
their syllabary into an alphabet, may suffice to show
that the discovery of the alphabetic principle of writing
is not such an easy or obvious a matter as might be
supposed. It is true that most of the independent
systems of writing, as the Mexican, the cuneiform and
the Egyptian, ultimately reached the alphabetic stage,
and it has frequently been asserted that the Chinese
forms no exception to the rule, the alphabet of Corea
being, it is alleged, only a development of the Japanese
Katakana. The forms however, and more especially
the order of the letters of the Corean alphabet, prove
that it must be classed, with the Pali or Buddhist
alphabets, as one of the outlying members of the
Indian family of alphabets. The development of
the Chinese and Japanese writing must therefore be
held to have stopped short at the syllabic stage. Now,
however, that Japan has been brought into contact with
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Western civilization, the convenience and simplicity
of the Roman alphabet is being gradually recognized,
and a movement is on foot to substitute it for the
native syllabary. If this attempt succeeds, as may not
improbably be the case, we shall have under our own
eyes an illustration of the process by which the
Egyptian hieroglyphics and the Babylonian cuneiform
were replaced, some two thousand years ago, by
characters ultimately derived from the great Semitic
alphabet.!

A few examples of the way in which the Japanese
syllabaries were constructed may here be given.

In the Hirakana syllabary the sign for the syllable
isiis 4, and in the Katakana it is 4-, which is cur-
sively written ? These symbols were derived from
the Chinese character -F sz, a “son,” the ancient
form being obviously intended for the picture
of a new-born child.

We have already seen that the Chinese character
A represents a ‘“tree,” with its trunk, roots, and
branches. This character, by the addition of a bar to
indicate the topmost bough of the tree, becomes 7,
and then stands for the Chinese word mo, which

! This process is now going on in Annam, where a modification
of the Roman alphabet is used by the French missionaries to replace
the local Annamese syllabary, whose history is similar to that of
Japan, having been derived from the Chinese writing by the selection
and adaptation of a certain number of characters which are used
phonetically.
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means the “end” of a thing. In Japanese this sign
becomes J in the Hirakana, and = in the Katakana,
with the syllabic value of ma.

As another illustration, we may take the syllable 7o,
which in the Hirakana is represented by %, and in
the Katakana by 7. A Japanese » answers to a
Chinese /, and hence the origin of the Japanese signs
is to be referred to the Chinese character & /%,
“vertebrz,” which is shown by the ancient form
to be intended for a picture of two joints of the spine.

In this manner it would be possible to go through
the signs of the two Japanese syllabaries, and trace
back the whole of the symbols to the original picture
ideograms of the ancient Chinese writing. We might,
for example, investigate the successive steps by which
the Japanese character 7 #o is derived from a picture
of a woman'’s breasts 2/, while $ se resolves itself
into an ideographic symbol for “age.” We might .
show that & 70 was once a representation of *hair,”
while X #zu originally denoted a “slave,” literally a
“ handmaiden,” being composed, in its primitive form,
of the pictures of a “woman” and a “hand.” These
transformations are not only curious in themselves, but
will be found useful as illustrations of the parallel
processes by which the picture writing of the primitive
populations of Babylonia gave birth to the various
cuneiform syllabaries, and by which our own alphabet
was itself developed out of the hieroglyphic pictures
of ancient Egypt.
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§ 7. THE CUNEIFORM.

In the creation of the Japanese and Annamese
gsyllabaries out of the Chinese ideograms we have
instances of a very general law which governs the
development of graphic systems. During a period of
four thousand years the Chinese, left to themselves,
were unable to advance beyond ideographic writing.
But this important step was, as we have seen, readily
accomplished when the Chinese writing had to be
adapted to a language of another type. As arule it
is found that the advance from one stage in the
development of writing to the next is only attained by
the transmission of a graphic system from one nation
to another. The transmission of the Aztec Hiero-
glyphs to the Mayas of Yucatan, of the Egyptian
Hieroglyphs to the Semites, and the thrice repeated
transmission of the Semitic alphabet to Aryan nations
—to the Greeks, to the Persians, and to the Indians—
are instances in point. Each of these transmissions
was accompanied by important developments in the
art of writing. But the action of this general law is
perhaps best exhibited in the case of the repeated
transmissions of the cuneiform writing. It was
invented by the Accadians, a Turanian people; from
them it was transmitted to the Semitic Assyrians and
Babylonians; while out of the Semitic cunciform
arose on the one hand the Turanian Proto-Medic
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syllabary, and on the other the cuneiform alphabet
of the Aryan Persians. The history of the cuneiform
writing also illustrates with great completeness the
successive stages through which writing tends to pass;
the primitive picture ideograms developing themselves,
through verbal phonograms, into syllabic signs, until
finally the alphabetic stage is reached.

The most primitive monuments of the cuneiform
writing consist of inscribed bricks from the ruins of
the cities of Mugheir, Warka, and Senkereh, in Lower
Babylonia. This writing, which goes by the name of
the *Linear Babylonian,” consists of picture ideo-
grams in which it is not difficult to detect the outlines
of the objects which are meant to be represented.
The material used being tablets of the soft clay which
was abundant in Babylonia, at a very early period
these outline pictures came to be replaced, as a matter
of graphic convenience, by groups of wedge-shaped
strokes, which are the forms most easily imprinted by
a style upon unbaked clay. In these conventional
rideograms, which go by the name of the “ Archaic
Babylonian Cuneiform,” the pictorial significance,
though not so entirely lost as in the later Assyrian
.and Babylonian forms, is more difficult to recognize
than is the case with other kinds of ideographic
writing, such as the Mexican or the Egyptian, where
a different material was used. But by aid of the
primitive outline pictures of the linear Babylonian
the original significance of many of the cuneiform
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groups can be detected with a fair approach to
certainty.

A few instances may be given of the way in which
the cuneiform characters may be thus traced back,
by means of the older forms, to the original picture
ideograms.! We may begin with the Assyrian cha-
racter ;Yé, alpu, which means an “ox.” The Assy-
rian form was derived from the Hieratic Babylonian
3>, which in the linear Babylonian is Z[>. If
this picture be partly turned round it is at once recog-
nized as the profile of the head and horns of an ox,
looked at from the front, \'—'/ It may be noted that
this primitive picture does not differ very materially
from the character X_, in which the Pheenicians recog-
nized the likeness of the head of the “ox,” alp/k (the
same word as a/pu), which has given us the name of
our alpha-bet.

The ideogram of the “fish” is as easy to trace as
that of the “ox.” In the Assyrian cuneiform we find
the character {J( (£%a), a “fish.” The resemblance
to the object has almost entirely disappeared, but it
can be recognized when we go back to the archaic
Babylonian, in which the form of the character is
‘A still older form is (&4, while in the linear
Babylonian we have the form (}(, a figure in

! These instances are chiefly taken from Mr. Houghton’s paper
in the Zransactions of the Society of Biblical Archeology, vol. vi.,

PP- 454—483.
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which the head, body, tail, and fins of the fish are
unmistakeably pourtrayed.

It is often possible to detect the mode in which
compound, or, as we may call them, agglutinated cha-
racters, arose from the combination of simpler forms.
The ideogram used to denote the city of Nineveh was
::z:_'_'!. The archa.ic form of this character is ==E
which proves that it was compounded of the
ideographic picture of a “house,” enclosing the ideogram
of the “fish.” We have here a curious fragment of
primazval history, showing us that imperial Nineveh
was at first, as its name implies,! merely a collection
of huts of fishermen.

The graphic system which was thus invented by
the primitive Turanian inhabitants of Babylonia was
adopted by their Semitic conquerors, who took it with
them to Assyria, where it underwent considerable
modifications. Even among the Accadians the primi-
tive ideograms had come to be used as phonograms, a
device which was greatly extended by the Semites,
who created a huge syllabary out of the Accadian
characters.

In the cuneiform the transition from ideograms
to phonograms had to be effected in a way some-
what different from that which was possible in
China. The Chinese being a monosylla:bic language,

* The first syllable is identical with nuz, “fish,” the name of the
fourteenth letter of the Semitic alphabet.
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the primitive phonograms were necessarily syllabic
signs, and the limited number of possible monosyllabic
articulations could be expressed by about 1200 phonetic
symbols. But the languages spoken by the inventors
of the cuneiform writing being polysyllabic, a new de-
vice became necessary, as otherwise the number of
separate phonograms must have been nearly equal to
the actual number of words, so that many thousands
of distinct characters would have had to be invented
and remembered. The obvious remedy for this
difficulty was Syllabism. But a polysyllabic language
did not lend itself so readily as the Chinese to this
solution. According to Halévy the difficulty was over-
come by the adoption of the powerful principle of Acro-
logy. He contends that a primitive ideographic picture
having been taken as a phonogram to denote the
name of an object, the symbol was used “acrologically,”
to express simply the initial syllable of the word.
It is generally supposed, however, that certain dissyl-
labic Accadian words were simply worn down by
phonetic decay into* monosyllables, which became
the phonetic values of the characters. Thus the
common character. »~Y, which denotes “ the sky,” is a
simplified form of $k, which was the ideographic
picture of a “star.” The foundation of the Proto-
Babylonian religion being planetary worship, the
character was employed as a symbolic ideogram to
denote “ God.” The primitive Accadian word was
ana, which was afterwards contracted into az. Hence
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the character was used as an ideogram to signify the
sky, also as the determinative prefix to denote deity,
and was ultimately employed as a phonogram to
express simply the articulation az.

The invention of the syllabic method, however it
may have been brought about, was an almost necessary
step in the progress towards alphabetic writing. It
solved the problem of expressing the words of a poly-
syllabic language by means of phonetic signs, and
thus, as we shall presently see, it served in Egypt,
as well as in Babylonia, as the means by which the
most formidable difficulties of phonetic writing were
overcome. '

A syllabary having been thus constructed out of the
primitive phonograms, the next step was to combine
the syllabic characters, as in Mexico and Japan, so as
to express polysyllabic words. Thus the syllabic sign
rrY nap, “light,” was combined with the sign for saf,
“ mountain,” to give the compound phonogram Zxji&,
nap-sat, “ soul.”

In the Assyrian cuneiform the Proto-Babylonian
characters were not only employed phonographically
to denote the sound of the original Accadian word, but
also ideographically, to express any of the Semitic
words by which the Accadian word might be translated.
It is evident that a very high degree of complexity
would be thus produced.

As an illustration, we may take the cuneiform
character 4]~, which was originally an ideographic
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picture of an “ear,” as is seen when it is traced back
to the primitive form {J-. An “ear” in Accadian is
p?.  But the sound g7 denoted in Accadian a “ drop of
water” as well as an “ear,” and hence the cuneiform
symbol was used both as .a phonogram to signify a
“drop,” and as an ideogram to denote an “ear.”
When the Accadian syllabary was taken over by the
Semites, the character retained its phonetic value of gz,
and was also used as the equivalent of the two Semitic
words uznu an “ear,” and giltanu, a “ drop of water.”

In like manner the Accadian character | s%, “foot,”
was originally the picture of a leg, as is indicated by
the older forms l and ~L . The character was then
used as a phonogram to express the sound sz, which
in Accadian meant “overthrow” as well as “foot.” In
the Semitic cuneiform the character not only possesses
the old syllabic value s#, but is also used as the equi-
valent of the Semitic words sepx, a “ foot,” and saé/pu,
‘“overthrow.” In some instances the confusion is far
greater. Thus the character 4], which was originally
an ideographic picture of the “sun,” has nine phonetic
values, and may also represent ideographically fourteen
separate Semitic words. When therefore the character
occurs in an Assyrian inscription there are no less
than twenty-three different ways in which it may be
rendered.

From these instances it will be seen how great an
element of ambiguity was introduced by the polyphony
which arose from the adaptation of a Turanian sylla-
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bary to a Semitic language. Hence, as in China, the
employment of determinative ideograms side by side
with the syllabic phonograms became indispensable, in
order to aid the reader in ascertaining the particular
value to be assigned to each of the polyphonic
characters.

A further complication arose when the Assyrian
characters were adapted to a third language of an
entirely different structure. About the ninth century
B.c. the Assyrian cuneiform became known to the
Alarodian tribes who dwelt in the neighbourhood of
Lake Van. This Vannic or Armenian cuneiform has
hitherto been only imperfectly deciphered. A certain
number of characters seem to have been taken over
from the Assyrian syllabary, some of which were used
as syllabics and others as the symbols of Alarodian
words of similar signification, but of totally different
sound. The device must have been much the same
as that which we employ when we use alphabetic
symbols derived from foreign languages as the graphic
equivalents of English words, reading such signs
as Ulbs., eg., swvp. as if they stood for such
English expressions as * pounds,” “for instance,” “if
you please.”

The transmissions of the cuneiform writing which
have been hitherto considered, resulted only in in-
creased complexity. The primitive Accadian writing
was comparatively easy and simple, the obscurity of
the Assyrian cuneiform, with its cumbrous apparatus
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of variants, homophones, polyphones, ideograms, and
determinatives, being mainly attributable to the poly-
phony arising from the clumsy adaption of Turanian
writing to the needs of Semitic speech. The Alarodian
adaptation still further increased the difficulty.

Other transmissions of the cuneiform writing exhibit
a directly opposite result. When in the 8th century B.c.
the Proto-Medic tribes, who spoke an agglutinative
language of the Ural-Altaic class, borrowed from their
Semitic neighbours the elements of a graphic system,
they were able to effect a simplification somewhat of
the same nature as that which took place when the
Japanese syllabary was constructed out of the Chinese
ideograms. By discarding numerous phonograms and
ideograms, and by assigning a single syllabic value to
the characters which were retained, the Scythic tribes
of Media were able to dispense with more than 400 of
the symbols used in the Assyrian cuneiform, so as
to reduce it to a comparatively simple and certain
syllabary of 96 characters. In this manner the am-
biguities of the Assyrian writing were so far removed
that it became possible to do away with the whole
apparatus of determinative ideograms, with the ex-
ception of about half a dozen signs, which were em-
ployed, not altogether without advantage, to distinguish
generically certain classes of words which frequently
recur, such as Zing, god, month, man, road, water,
antmal. This amounts to little more than the device
which we ourselves find convenient, when we use
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initial capitals to distinguish proper names, when we
print words from foreign languages in italics, or mark
quotations by means of inverted commas.

The relative simplicity of the Proto-Medic syllabary,
as compared with the Assyrian cuneiform from which
it was derived, may be exhibited by means of one or
two examples. Thus the Proto-Babylonian ideo-
graphic picture of an ear, which has already been
cited, had acquired in the Assyrian cuneiform no less
than seven phonetic and ideographic values. But in
the Proto-Medic syllabary it appears in a simplified
form, retaining the single primitive syllabic value
of pi. In like manner the ancient ideographic
picture of the sun O , which in Assyrian could be
rendered in no less than twenty-three different ways,
retains in the Proto-Medic syllabary one only of its
values, #¢, with the form :Y. So also the Accadian
character 3} pa, which signified the “royal sceptre,”
and was originally the picture of the branch of a tree,
became Y;: in Proto-Medic, with the single value pa
instead of the eight values which it might have in
the Assyrian cuneiform.

At a still earlier period the Elamites, who, like the
Proto-Medes, spoke an agglutinative language, com-
piled for themselves a simple syllabary out of existing
materials. We possess very scanty remains of the -
Elamite cuneiform, but it would seem that a limited
number of syllabic signs were selected from the
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Babylonian cuneiform, ideograms and determinatives
being almost entirely rejected.

Whether the Cypriote syllabary was derived, ac-
cording to the hypothesis of Dr. Deecke, from the
Assyrian cuneiform, or, as Professor Sayce supposes,
from the Hittite Hieroglyphics, must still be regarded
as an unsettled question. The account of the Cypriote
syllabary, from which several letters in the Lycian
alphabet were derived, must be reserved till the time
comes for describing the alphabets of Asia Minor.
But the Cypriote syllabary is of great interest, inasmuch
as it shows that if the Greeks had not obtained their
alphabet from the Phcenicians they would before long
have succeeded in developing from a wholly different
source an alphabet of nearly equal excellence, which
would in all probability have ultimately become the
parent of the modern alphabets of Western Europe.

The radical nature of the vowel sounds, together
with the delicate inflexional machinéry of the Aryan
languages, must be reckoned among the chief reasons
why the final stages of alphabetic development should
in so many cases have been effected by Aryan
nations. So it was that while the Ionian Grecks were
bringing to perfection the Pheenician alphabet, the

‘Dorians of Cyprus were in process of creating an

alphabet out of the ancient syllabary of Asia Minor.

At a later time the Zend alphabet, with its fifteen

vowel signs, was evolved by the Persians out of the

vowelless North Semitic alphabet, while the South
E
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Semitic, passing into the possession of the Aryan races
of Northern India, became the parent of the most
perfect scientific alphabet which has ever been in-
vented.

Hence it can be no matter of surprise to find that
the nearest approach to a real alphabet which was
attained by the cuneiform writing was effected when,
in the time of Darius, it passed from the Semitic and
Turanian nations of Western Asia into the hands of
the Aryan Persians.

It must, however, be acknowledged that the idea of
alphabetism may not improbably have been suggested
to the Persians by their acquaintance with the Phceni-
cian alphabet, which, as early as the 8th century 8.c., was
used in the valley of the Euphrates concurrently with
the cuneiform writing. The somewhat artificial plan on
which the Persian cuneiform alphabet was constructed
favours this belief. According to the very probable
explanation given by Oppert, a certain number of
cuneiform characters were taken from the Proto-Medic
syllabary, their forms were regularized and simplified,
and their ideographic meanings having been translated
into Persian, the first letter of the Persian word thus
obtained was assumed, on the acrologic principle, as
the new alphabetic value to be assigned to the
modified cuneiform character.

The Persian cuneiform, though essentially alpha-
betic in its principle, yet just stops short of being a
pure alphabet. It retains vestiges—survivals we may
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call them—of the syllabic writing out of which it sprang.
Some of the symbols, such as those for p, 4, or f,
represent pure consonants, and can be employed in-
differently in conjunction with any one of the three
Persian vowel signs; but in the case of some of the
consonantal sounds, such as £ or m, the character
appears to have possessed a sort of inherent vowel
sound, since the symbol which is employed varies in
accordance with the nature of the vowel which is to
follow. These curious survivals from a prior syllabic
stage needlessly multiply the Persian alphabetic sym-
bols: eleven of them might have been discarded
without disadvantage. If, after a brief existence of
about a century, the Persian cuneiform had not been
superseded by the Semitic alphabet, it is probable that
the thirty-six symbols would have been ultimately
reduced to a pure alphabet of twenty-five characters.

In addition to these vestiges of a pricr syllabism, a
few ideographic characters are retained, as in the Proto-
Medic syllabary, to designate certain frequently recur-
ring words, such as king, country, son, mame, and
Persian.

An example or two will show better than any
explanation the ingenious manner in which the Persian
alphabet was constructed out of existing materials.
The origin of the characters used for » (¢) and » (z)
will serve as convenient illustrations. In the archaic
Babylonian we find the compound ideogram .y EI
standing for the two words zun and zz/, which mean

E 2
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“lord” or *“master.” The character seems originally
to have formed a representation of a sceptre, the first
portion being the picture of the branch of a tree, and
the second of a hand, the vertical wedgs denoting the
wrist, and the horizontal strokes the thumb and fingers.
In the Assyrian cuneiform only the first part of the
symbol is retained, and we have the character »m+
standing for the Semitic word »ubx, “prince,” or
“master,” allied to rabu, “great,” which we recognize
in the Assyrian name Rabshakeh and the Hebrew
Rabbi. The Persian equivalent is mat/ista, an Indo-
European word which is familiar to us under the forms
péyioros, magister, and master. Hence we see the
reason why the Persian character ~|y| came to be
selected acrologically for the initial sound of mathista,
and stands in the alphabet for 7z when followed by a.

When, however, 7 is followed by 7, the Persian
character is J(&. This seems to have been obtained
acrologically from the Persian mizda, an Aryan word
cognate with the Greek piwofds and the English meed,
and which is equivalent to the Proto-Babylonian (I3
dz,a “reward” or “recompense.” The primitive mean-
ing of d7 seems to have been ‘““ending” or “rest,”
and the symboi may be traced back to the linear Baby-
lonian form @, which is an ideographic picture of the
setting sun. The first part of the Persian letter 72 (2)
is therefore seen to be the outline of the sun, while the
two horizontal wedges represent parallel bars of cloud
near the horizon.
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Two more instances may be added. In the linear
Babylonian the ideogram <>, which forms a portion
of the last symbol, is a picture intended to represent
the “sun.” In the archaic Babylonian, which was
written with wedges instead of lines, the symbol
becomes (%, and is used as a phonogram for the
Turanian word #£, “sun.” In the Assyrian Cuneiform,
as we have already seen, the character is written
2], with the wedges rearranged for greater con-
venience in writing, and is used phonographically
to denote the syllable ##, 2nd also as an ideogram for
the Semitic word samsx, the “sun,” which appears in
the name of Samson. In the Proto-Medic syllabary
the symbol becomes &) with the sole syllabic value »z.
The Persian word Zurx is the translation of the
Turanian and Semitic words. Hence in the Persian
alphabet the character (] stands for the letter £
when followed by .

Another curious instance is afforded by the Persian

3=, g(»), the initial sound of the word guzaka,
which is the Persian equivalent of (%=, which stands
for the Assyrian sepx and the Accadian 7er, a “foot.”
The Assyrian character may be connected by
means of a series of intermediate forms e'h
with the linear Babylonian ideogram

which shows that the Persian letter is the picture of
a foot, the double wedge to the left standing for the
ancle, the two small horizontal wedges being the
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sandals, while the two longer horizontal wedges
represent respectively the instep and the sole.

These instances are given not only as examples of
the curious remoteness of the primitive ideas out of
which the characters of the Persian alphabet were acro-
logically evolved, but because they help to establish a
general law of great importance. The chief lesson
to be learned is the universal prevalence of the
law of Evolution. In dealing with the history of
writing we are met by the same phenomenon which is
so conspicuous in the history of language, namely, the
fact that there is no such thing as arbitrary inven-
tion. The written symbols of speech are subject to
the laws of evolution as absolutely as plants or animals,
or the spoken words of speech. Thus the processes
by which the Persian alphabetic signs were evolved
from existing characters, themselves the remote de-
scendants of primitive pictures, may help us to under-
stand the no less wonderful series of evolutions by
which the letters of our own alphabet have descended
from the primitive hieroglyphic pictures of the Egyp-
tian monuments.

The great trilingual Behistun inscription exhibits in
a very striking manner the three chief stages of
the development of the cuneiform writing, in its
gradual progress from ideograms and phonograms,
through syllabism, to an alphabetic system. The
three columns of this inscription contain three versions
of the famous historical edict of Darius; in one the
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language is Aryan, in another Turanian, in the third
it is Semitic. The third column contains a version
written in the cumbrous Semitic cuneiform, with its
500 symbols — ideograms, phonograms, and homo-
phones. Side by side with this, there appears in the
second column the Proto-Medic translation, written
in a syllabary of ninety-six pure syllabic signs, ac-
companied by seven surviving ideograms, while the
Persian version in the first column exhibits a graphic
system limited to thirty-six alphabetic signs, four only
of the primitive ideograms being retained.

§ 8. THE EGYPTIAN HIEROGLYPHICS.

One other primitive system of writing, more ancient
and more important than aay of the rest, still remains
to be described.

The Proto-Babylonian cuneiform can be carried
back at least as far as the 27th century B.c.,' while
Chinese legend doubtfully claims an almost equal
antiquity for the first rude beginnings of the Chinese
picture ideograms; there are, however, still in existence
not a few Egyptian records to which must be assigned
a date more ancient by some fifteen or even twenty
centuries.

! This is the usual computation of the date to be assigned to the
texts of Lig-bagas, King of Ur. Prof. Sayce considers that the
oldest Accadian inscriptions may be as early as 3000 B.c.—Science
of Language, ii. p. 321.
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It is indeed difficult fully to realize the immense
antiquity and the unchanging stability of the Egyptian
Hieroglyphic writing. It is exhibited in its supreme
perfection on the great monuments of the eighteenth
and ninetecnth dynasties, which are themselves. older
than the Hebrew Exodus. But even at that:
remote period, some thirty-five centuries ago, the
Hieroglyphic writing was alrcady a vensrable system
of vast antiquity. We may go back beyond the
Exodus for a further period of six-and-twenty centuries,

“and even then, on the monuments of the great pyramid
builders of the fourth dynasty we find Hieroglyphic
records inscribed in a character identical in all essential
respects with that used in the inscriptions written in
the reigns of Thothmes and Rameses. It is even
possible to go back for another soo years, when we
come at last to the very earliest extant inscription in
the world. This venerable record is a tablet now in
the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford, which was erected
by Sent, a king of the second dynasty, to the memory
of Shera, who appears to have been his grandson.
According to the chronological scheme of M. Mariette,
King Sent must have have lived about the year
4700 B.c.! But, as will presently be shown, this very
inscription, the oldest written record in existence,
affords conclusive proof that even at that distant date
of some 60 or 7o centuries, the Hieroglyphic writing

- According to Brugsch, about 4000 b.C.
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was already an extremely ancient graphic system,
with long ages of previous development stretching
out behind it into a distant past of almost incon-
ceivable remoteness.

The immense antiquity of the time at which the
Egyptian Hieroglyphic writing is found to have
already assumed a definite and conventional form
renders it highly improbable that any monuments will
ever be recovered which may actually exhibit it to us
in the primitive stages of its formation. But during
the long period of four or five thousand years over
which the Hieroglyphic records extend—from the
time of King Sent down to the reign of Domitian, or
even of Trajan—the Hieroglyphic writing continues to
exhibit such abundant survivals from the earlier and
ruder forms of graphic expression, that by aid of the
analogies derived from the history of the Cuneiform
and Chinese writing, it becomes possible to determine
with considerable certainty the way in which it ori-
ginated, and the methods by which it must have been
developed.

It is plain that the Egyptian Hieroglyphics, like
every other primitive mode of writing, commenced
with picture ideograms, many of which continued
to be used to the very last. Thus the common
symbol © is manifestly a pictorial ideogram used to
denote the “sun.” Abstract ideas, which could not be
thus directly represented, were expressed, as in China,
by means of symbolical pictures. The idea of “thirst”
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was represented by the picture of a calf running
waa towards water, “ power” «—s, by a brandished
whip, and “battle” nA, by two arms, one holding a
shield and the other a javelin.

The next stage of the development must have been
the same as that which has been traced in the case of
the cuneiform writing. The primitive ideographic
signs must have given birth to verbal phonograms,
and then, by the introduction of the principle of Acro-
logy, these verbal phonograms came to be used as
syllabic signs.

An example will illustrate the way in which syllabic
phonograms were developed out of the primitive
picture ideograms. The picture of a “lute” was used
symbolically by the Egyptian scribes to denote *“ excel-
lence.” It then came to stand as a phoncgram
to express the word nefer, “good.” But in the
Egyptian language this sound represented two homo-
phonic words, nefer “good,” and nefer ‘‘as far as.”
Hence we find that the character may be used as a
pictorial ideogram to represent a lute, and as a sym-
bolic ideogram to mean excellence ; then as a phono-
gram for the preposition #zefer, and lastly as a syllabic
sign to denote #e, the first syllable of the word zefer.

The problem of phonetic denotation having thus
been solved, these syllabic signs were combined so as
to form compound phonograms on the principle of the
rebus. In an inscription of Ptolemy X V., at Edfu, we
find an amusing instance of a compound phonogram,
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in which it seems not impossible to detect a faint
flavour of ancient Egyptian humour. The name of
lapis lazuli was khesteb. Now the word £kesf meant
to “stop,” and the syllable #5 denoted a *pig.”
Hence the »ebus * stop-pig” was invented to express
graphically the name of lapss lazuli, which is

figured by the picture of a man stopping a pig M
by pulling at its tail.

But it would almost necessarily happen in Egyptian,
as in the cuneiform, that many symbols would be poly-
phonic. Thus “giving” is represented by the picture
of an outstretched arm with a loaf as a symbolic ideo-
gram. Now there are two Egyptian words, /x and
ma, both of which signify “gift.” Hence the pictorial
representation of “gift” came to bear both of these
phonetic values, even in words which have no con-
nection with giving.

The ambiguities arising from the use of this mixed
system of ideographic and phonographic signs, many
of which were polyphonous, made necessary, as in
Babylonia and China, the simultaneous employment
of explanatory determinatives, which were placed after
words phonetically expressed in order to serve as an
aid to the reader in determining the meaning.

These dcterminatives are of two kinds, Special
Determinatives, whose use is confined to one word or
one idea; and Generic Determinatives, which, like the
Chinese “keys,” refer to whole classes of words. The
special determinatives are very numerous, and seem to
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have been added by the scribe almost at his discretion.
Thus in the group 2= [N, , ser, a “giraffe,” the first
two symbols, which are phonograms expressing the
sound ser, are followed by the picture of the animal as
a special determinative for this particular word. On
the other hand, the generic determinatives, which are
only about one hundred in number, were fixed con-
ventional signs, employed with considerable strictness.
For instance, the picture of a man squatting down
is used as the generic determinative for the proper
names of persons, for pronouns, and participles ; three
hills are used as the determinative for the names of
countries and nations; an eye for words relating to
seeing and knowing; a man with his hand pointing to
the mouth for words relating to eating, speaking,
or thinking; two legs for words connected with
locomotion; and a hand with a club for actions
implying the use of force. A dry branch is the
determinative for objects made of wood, three rings
for articles of metal, while a piece of skin is used
for quadrupeds, a duck for birds, and for all words
implying smallness, infericrity, vileness, or wickedness,
the determinative is the picture of a sparrow.

Up to this point the history of Egyptian writing, as
a system of phonograms developed out of primitive
picture ideograms and interpreted by means of deter-
minative signs, offers a remarkable parallel to the
development of other primitive methods of writing,
such as the cuneiform or the Chinese. But we are
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now confronted with a phenomenon of supreme im-
portance, as to which the Egyptian writing differs
from all other primitive graphic systems. Associated
with the numerous ideographic and syllabic signs we
find certain other characters, limited in number, which
must be pronounced to be ALPHABETIC in their nature.
These alphabetic symbols are the actual germs out of
which our own alphabet has grown. They are not
confined to inscriptions of late date, but make their
appearance on the most ancient monuments. In the
inscription of King Sent, which is the oldest written
record in existence, three of these alphabetic characters
are employed /= to spell the monarch’s name,
which reads ( = [\J . Two of our English letters,
nand &, are derived, in strict historical filiation, from two
of the alphabetic signs, ww and ==, by means of which
the name of King Sent is expressed. As another
instance, we may take the cartouche of Khefu (Cheops),
the first king of the fourth dynasty, who was the builder
of the great pyramid. Here also we find alpha-
betic symbols which have descended to ourselves.
The first character ® 44, is the parent of our H, a
letter which still retains one of the transverse bars of
the Egyptian character. The second character is the
cerastes x._, from which the letters F, Y, V, U W
have been derived.

The immensely early date at which symbols of an
alphabetic nature are found on the Egyptian monu-
ments is a fact of great interest and importance. It is
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of great interest, inasmuch as it constitutes the start-
ing point in the history of the Alphabet, establishing
the literal truth of the assertion that the letters of the
alphabet are older than the pyramids—older probably
than any other existing monument of human civiliza-
tion, with the possible exception of the signs of the
zodiac. '

Of considerable importance also, as bearing on the
history of civilization, is the fact that at the date of the
very oldest Hieroglyphic records the Egyptians had
already advanced to the great conception of alphabetic
writing. That this conception is no such easy matter
as it may seem is shown by the fact that neither the
Babylonians, the Assyrians, the Medes, or the Japanese
succeeded in passing beyond the stage of syllabism.
Symbols for vowel sounds are found in the syllabaries
of these nations, but the more difficult conception of a
consonant was not attained or even approached. Easy
as it seems to ourselves, who are familiar with it, the
notion of a con-sonant, a sound that cannot be sounded
except in conjunction with some other sound, different
from itself, is by no means so simple as it may appear.
It involves the decomposition of the syllable into its
ultimate phonetic elements—the mental isolation, for
instance, of the unpronounceable sound ¢, which is
common to the articulations Zea, ¢z, foe, and fwo, and
yet is not identical with any of them. That so many
cultivated races should have failed in attaining to this
pregnant generalization may, by itself, be accepted as
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a sufficient proof of its inherent difficulty, while certain
peculiarities which attach to the Hieroglyphic letters
clearly indicate that the Egyptian alphabet was not, so
to speak, an invention, but was obtained by gradual
evolution out of a prior syllabary. That the Egyptian
consonantal signs must be regarded as alphabetic
rather than syllabic, is shown by the fact that most of
them can unite with any of the vowels. Yet that they
have been developed out of a syllabary is indicated by
the existence of certain survivals from the syllabic
stage. These survivals are somewhat of the same
nature as those which in the case of the Persian
cuneiform alphabet point so unmistakably to a
syllabic origin. Now Egyptologists have noted that
each of the Egyptian consonants has its *comple-
mentary vowel,” which in reading must often be treated
as a mere expletive. The consonants also show a
preference for certain vowels, and an aversion for others.
This latent syllabism, which underlies the alphabetism
of the Hieroglyphic writing, indicates with sufficient
clearness the origin of the Egyptian alphabet. This
conclusion has an important bearing on any estimate
of the date to be assigned to the beginning of the
Egyptian writing, and consequently of the Egyptian
civilization. The alphabetic characters must have
slowly grown out of syllabic signs, and these in turn
must have been developed out of verbal phonograms.
The verbal phonograms must have arisen from ideo-
grams, which again could only have originated in
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mere picture writing. The analogy of other graphic
systems, more especially the cuneiform and the
Chinese, leads to the belief that it must have taken
many generations to effect each of these five stages of
development, and it would not be unreasonable to
suppose that the whole series of evolutions by which
alphabetic symbols were ultimately produced could not
have been effected in a period of less than a thousand
years. King Sent, in whose reign the alphabetic
characters were already in use, may be taken to have
lived between 4000 and 4700 B.c. Startling as the
result of such calculations may appear, it must be
affirmed to be probable that the beginnings of the
graphic art in the valley of the Nile must be relegated
to a date of seven or eight thousand years from the
present time.

The success of the Egyptians in passing the difficult
barrier which divides syllabic from alphabetic writing
was no doubt facilitated by the nature of their lan-
guage. The Egyptian vowels seem to have been of
a more indeterminate character than the vowels in
many other languages, partaking probably of the nature
of that #rvocal or fundamental vowel sound into which
our English vowels tend to lapse, as in the words
about, assert, bird, oven, but, double. Egyptian words
are constantly written without the vowel signs, the
complementary vowels of each consonant being espe-
cially liable to omission. We may suppose that the
vowel was in a sort of way regarded as inherent in the
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preceding consonant, very much as in the case of
Sanskrit and Ethiopic, in which languages every con-
sonant is regarded as containing the short & as an
inherent vowel, unless some other vowel is expressly
indicated. In this way it secms to have been assumed
that each of the Egyptian letters was followed by its
complementary vowel, only initial and final vowels,
and medial vowels when emphatic, being necessarily
written down. Thus the alphabetic symbol —— (s5) was
originally the picture of a “bolt,” ses, and its primitive
syllabic value must have been se. In conjunction
with w (/) the group =~ is read s7, the vowel sound
of e being elided, so that the symbol —— has the power
of a pure consonant. It may be regarded as probable
that it was in some such manner that the difficult con-
ception of a consonant grew up, slowly and almost
unconséiously.

The next stage in the formation of the Egyptian
alphabet seems to have been the gradual selection of
preferential symbols for alphabetic use. Almost any
one of the 400 Egyptian phonograms could be em-
ployed acrologically to denote the initial sound of the
word, but we find that in practice this wide liberty
was greatly abridged. A useful convention gradually
restricted the arbitrary use of these phonograms, and
it became customary for the scribes to confine their
choice of the symbols that might be used to denote
any particular sound to two or thfee of the more
easily written hieroglyphs.
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The number of characters which at various times
were thus used alphabetically may be reckoned at
forty-five. Several of these characters, however, are
either of comparatively rare occurrence, or were con-
fined to some particular period, or are used only in
writing certain words. Thus the sound of p can be
represented either by the “shutter” B, or by the
“flying bird” }g The first of these characters is
used universally at -every period, while the second is
rare, especially on the earlier monuments. For the
sound 7z three symbols may be employed. The
“water line” mwm was the sign in general use. The
representation of the “red crown” of Lower Egypt

, is only found on monuments of comparatively late
date, while the “vase” o is rare, its use being con-
fined to certain words. It will be observed that for
each of these two consonants,  and 7, we have a
normal sign, used at every period, and not limited to
any particular words, together with one or two
variants, whose use is more or less exceptional. In
this way the forty-five alphabetic symbols may practi-
cally be reduced to twenty-five. This result agrees
with the tradition handed down by Plutarch, that the
Egyptians possessed an alphabet of twenty-five letters.
These letters are as follows, the conventional values
being expressed in the symbols of the Standard
Alphabet.!

* See Zransactions of Congress of Orientalists (1874), p. 441;
de Rougé, Mémoire, pp. 17—20; Lepsius, Standard Alphabet, p. 193.
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Thus we see that from the times of the earliest
known monuments the hieroglyphic writers possessed
a sufficient number of true letters to enable them to
write alphabetically. They seem, however, not to have
dared to trust themselves with their own great inven-
tion, by confining themselves, as they might have done,
to the magnificent simplicity of the alphabet which
they had potentially discovered. They thought it
needful to interpret the meaning of their alphabetic
symbols by perplexing additions of ideographic and
syllabic signs. We find a word spelt out alphabeti-
cally, a needless syllabic sign is then added, and this
is followed by an unnecessary ideogram. The plan is
so cumbrous as to seem to us almost inconceivable.
We have letters, syllabics, and ideograms piled up
one on another in a perplexing confusion. So many
crutches were thought necessary, that walking became
an art of the utmost difficulty.

But all the same, in the tangled wilderness of the
hieroglyphic writing the letters of the alphabet lay
concealed. All that remained to be done was to take
one simple step—boldly to discard all the non-
alphabetic elements, at once to sweep away the
superfluous lumber, rejecting all the ideograms, the
homophones, the polyphones, the syllabics, and the
symbolic signs to which the Egyptian scribes so fondly
clung, and so to leave revealed, in its grand simplicity,
the nearly perfect alphabet of which, without knowing
it, the Egyptians had been virtually in possession for
almost countless ages.
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But this great achievement, simple and easy as it
seems, was beyond the power of Egyptian conser-
vatism to effect. The step was so easy as almost to
be impossible. It was left to another people to take
up the unsolved problem, and to effect the grand
discovery—a discovery at once so fertile in its results,
so weighty in the history of the progress of human
culture. The triumph of this great conception was
reserved for the gifted Semitic race. To the sons of
Shem we owe the two most precious possessions of
mankind. The first of them is the Alphabet : the
second is the Book, and the Religion of the Book.

The story of the transition from Hieroglyphs to
Letters must be reserved for another chapter.



CHAPTER II
THE ORIGIN OF THE ALPHABET.

§ 1. The Genealogy of the English Alphabet. § 2. The Alpha-
betic Tradition. § 3. The History of de Rougé’s Discovery.
S 4. The Papyrus Prisse. § 5. Identification of the Egyp-
tian Prototypes of the Semitic letters. § 6. Objections to
de Rougeé's Hypothesis. § 7. The Chronological Conditions.
§ 8. The Geographical Probabilities. "

§ I. THE GENEALOGY OF THE ENGLISH ALPHABET.

In the preceding chapter the ultimate derivation of
our own alphabet from the Egyptian hieroglyphics
has been assumed as an admitted conclusion of science.
In the present chapter the arguments by which scholars
have been led to accept this opinion will be stated in
. detail.

The immediate parentage of our English alphabet
is not difficult to determine. By a series of easy steps
the forms of the very letters which the reader has
before him on this printed page may be traced back
for some five-and-twenty centuries. Thede “ Roman
types,” as they are appropriately called, have not varied
appreciably in their forms from the types used at Su-
biaco, Rome, and Venice by the Italian printers of the
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15th century. The forms of these types were imitated
from the letters of the beautiful minuscule manuscripts
of the 1oth and 11th centuries. These minuscule
letters are cursive forms of the earlier uncials, which
were themselves derived from the Roman letters of
the Augustan age, which are very nearly the same as
the capital letters which are now used by printers.
These Roman capitals are practically identical with the
letters employed at Rome in the 3rd century B.c., such,
for instance, as are seen in the well-known inscriptions
on the tombs of the Scipios, now among the treasures
of the Vatican. These again do not differ very
materially from forms used in the earliest existing
specimens of Latin writing, which may probably be
referred to the end of the 5th century B.c.

Thus it appears that our English alphabet is a mem-
ber of that great Latin family of alphabets, whose
geographical extension was originally contermingus,
or nearly so, with the limits of the Western Empire,
and afterwards with the ancient obedience to the Roman
See.

There is therefore no difficulty in tracing back our
alphabet for some twenty-three centuries to its early
home in central(_ltily. Going backward another step
in search of the source of the primitive alphabet of
Rome, we find that it was derived from a local form of
the Greek alphabet, which prevailed in Beeotia and
Eubceea about the 6th century B.c. This Eubcean
alphabet seems to have been introduced into Italy by
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means of colonies from Chalcis, which were established
in Sicily, and also in central Italy at Cume and Nea-
polis. The Chalcidian alphabet was a variety of the
archaic alphabet of Greece, our knowledge of which is
derived from numerous inscriptions, the earliest of
which may probably belong to the eighth or even to
the ninth century before Christ.!

If, pursuing the investigation one step further, we
inquire into the source from which the primitive Greek
alphabet was derived, we find that classical )@:ers
agree in attributing the invention of letters to the
Pheenicians, from whose trading posts in the Agean
they were obtained by the Greeks. Our earliest
authority is Herodotus. He says, *“the Phcenicians
introduced into Greece the knowledge of letters, of
which, as it seems to me, the Greeks had heretofore
been ignorant.” The testimony of Diodorus Siculus is
much to the same effect, and Pliny affirms that “to the
Pheenicians belongs the glory of the invention of the
alphabet.” * Lucan, Clemens Alexandrinus, and Pom-
ponius Mela repeat the same widely spread tradition.

But the universal belief of the ancient world, weighty
as it is, cannot be deemed so conclusive as the internal
evidence which is afforded by an examination of the

! These changes are roughly exhibited in the Table on the opposite
page. Being only a ‘type table,” it has no pretensions to absolute
paleographic accuracy.

* Herodotus, v. 58 ; Diodorus Siculus, v. 74 ; Pliny, N.H. v. 12, 13.
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alphabet itself. The names, the number, the order,
and the forms of the letters of the primitive Greek
alphabet attest the Semitic origin, not only of the indi-
vidual letters, but of the alphabet as a whole.

In default of further evidence, the very word ALpHaA-
BET ! might suffice to disclose the secret of its origin.
It is obviously derived from the names of the two

letters alpha and deta, which stand at the head of the
 Greek alphabet, and which are plainly identical with

the names a/ept and et borne by the corresponding
Semitic characters. These names, which are meaning-
less in Greek, are significant Semitic words, alepk
denoting an “ox,” and ez a “ house.”

Not only do the names of the Greek letters thus
testify to a Semitic origin, but the arrangement of the
characters proves that they were handed over in the
form of a complete alphabet by the Semites to the
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