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THE scope of this book will be evident from the title-page and the
table of contents, and I need not say very much about it here. It 1s
a cross-section through the history of ideas from the Renaissance
to the present day taken at a place where literary scholarship and
archaeology overlap. If it had not been for the successful decipher-
ments of the last two centuries the earliest voices speaking to us
from the past would still have been those of the Greeks and the
Hebrews, and our view of the progress of human civilization would
have been very different from what it now is. But the interaction
has been both ways. Renaissance ideas of history in general and the
history of writing in particular would not have allowed the
successful decipherments to happen. My aim has been to tell the
story of how they did happen, bearing in mind these wider aspects
of their importance and not concentrating just on the final steps.
These are exciting in the same way as victories of engineering skill,
but the excitement is deeper and more memorable if we can dis-
cover something about the techniques involved and how they
came to be thought of at a particular time and not before.

There are two general limitations which Thave had to impose on
myself, and which I should perhaps explain briefly. The problem
of decipherment 1s always theoretically capable of solution pro-
vided that enough evidence is available, but it has in common
with the pseudo-problems of perpetual motion and squaring the
circle a strange power of attracting nonsense answers. The earliest
example I know of in the modern world is an attempt in 1580 by
an Amsterdam medical man, Goropius Becanus, to prove that the
sacred language of the Egyptian priests must have been Dutch.
Eversincetheninsubstantial decipherments of one script or another
have been appearing with increasing frequency: they now run at
the rate, I suppose, of two or three a year. It would be both
impracticable and tedious to devote space to considering them.
My other limitation concerns the difference between decipher-
ment and interpretation, recognized at least since the time of the
author of the Book of Daniel (v 8). Decipherment opens the gate,
interpretation passes into the field beyond. I have kept strictly to
the former. To have done otherwise would have necessitated a far
longer book, and would moreover have been trespass. The
languages and literatures revealed by the various decipherments
now have their own specialists, and these are the only proper
guides in them.

Preface
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Preface

Any author must incur a heavy debt of gratitude. My own
account begins with my publishers, Thames and Hudson, and Dr
Glyn Daniel, the General Editor, who between them encouraged
me to write the book in the first place. It continues through many
friends in Oxford and elsewhere who have helped me in general
conversation on various points, problems, and ideas; of these I
must mention in particular Professor George Kilpatrick. Professor
Morpurgo-Davies most kindly read and most usefully commented
on the draft of my chapter on Hittite Hieroglyphic, and Mr Ray
Dawson did the same for my remarks on the history of Chinese
scholarship in Europe. Mr Peter Hulin improved my chapters on
cuneiform. Professor Bennett of the University of Wisconsin
coined for me the words ‘biscript’ and ‘triscript’, and Professor
Crossland of the University of Sheffield the words ‘xenogram’
and ‘xenographic’. I hope that I have used them worthily. The
librarians and their staffs of the Ashmolean and Bodleian Libraries
have invariably been helpful whenever I have been in difficulty.
Finally, my wife has supported with constant cheerfulness the
strain of a husband writing a book. To dedicate the book to her
1s an inadequate return, but the only one that I can publicly make.

Maurice W. M. Pope
Oxford, 1973

Preface to the revised edition

Since the publication of the first edition of this book two scripts
have been successfully deciphered, and the understanding of
another has been significantly improved.

[ have described the new decipherments in an cextended post-
script. The more dramatic of them, and the more wide-ranging in
its consequences, has been that of the Maya script: the other 1s that
of Carian. This, though equally meritorious as an achievement,
does not have the same celebrity status, and I have dealt with 1t
more briefly. The third script is that which used to be called
Hieroglyphic Hittite and is now known as Luvian. I have largely
rewritten the relevant chapter.

Otherwise the scripts that were undeciphered in 1975 continue
to be so. I have not dealt with the various unsuccessful attempts
to solve them, but I have made a brief mention of one curious
‘decipherment’ I did not then know about — that of Dutch by
Japanese medical students in the eighteenth century.

Beyond this | have added one or two minor points of substance,
clarified a few passages and updated the notes and bibliography. |
should like to thank my publishers warmly for letting me do so and
for much else. I must also acknowledge with no less warmth a great
deal of scholarly help — from1 Anna Morpurgo Davies (once again);
from Stepanic Dalley; and from Michael Coc and Simon Martin.
But what gives me the greatest private happiness is that despite its
being twenty-five years since the first edition I can keep the same
dedication.

Maurice W.M. Pope
Oxford 1998
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DECIPHERMENTS are by far the most glamorous achievements of
scholarship. There is a touch of magic about unknown writing,
especially when it comes from the remote past, and a corresponding
glory 1s bound to attach itself to the person who first solves its
mystery. Moreover a decipherment 1s not just a mystery solved.
It is also a key to further knowledge, opening a treasure-vault of
history through which for countless centuries no human mind has
wandered. Finally, it may be a dramatic personal triumph. Though
many decipherments have been carried through by professional
scholars as it were in the normal course of duty, this is not so for the
three most famous: the decipherment of the Egyptian hiero-
glyphs by Champollion, of cuneiform by Rawlinson, and of
Mycenaean Linear B by Ventris. These were exceptional feats of
exceptional men. The rest of us are tempted to ask of each of them

Where do you find his star? . . .

Have we aught in our sober night shall point
Such ends as his were, and direct the means

Of working out our purpose straight as his. . . ?

But there 1s another aspect of decipherment which makes it
worthy of attention and which has nothing whatever to do with
any of these romantic considerations ; namely, that as a sociological
phenomenonitis specific to the modern world. Those who remem-
ber 1953, the year when Ventris and Chadwick published the
decipherment of Linear B, will recall that it was marked by two
other great accomplishments. Hillary and Tensing made the first
successful ascent of the highest mountain in the world. Crick and
Watson established the structure of the DNA molecule, and so
took the first step in explaining the mechanism of life. Whichever
1s regarded as the greatest personal feat or the most important in
its consequences, there can be no question which of them belongs
to the rarest category of achievement. People in other societies
have chimbed mountains. People in other societics have made
scientific discoveries about what is not obvious to the senses. But
the recovery of the key to an extinct writing system is a thing
which has never been attempted, let alonc accomplished, by
anybody except in the last two or three centuries of our own
civilization.!

The study of decipherment should therefore be capable of
making a valuable contribution to the history of ideas. Two

Introduction
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further considerations increase this potential value. The first is
that in the architecture of scholarship a decipherment is in the
nature of a keystone. It depends on prior results in many different
departments of learning, and once in position locks them together.
In the hands of a medieval clerk, however well-informed in the
learning of his time, the Rosetta Stone would have been as useless
as the photograph of a motor-car in the hands of a Roman engineer,
however skilful. Neither of them would have had the necessary
theories or the necessary techniques at their disposal to turn the
gift to account, or even to recognize what it was. It 1s on the
gradual development and elaboration of such theories and tech-
niques that a history of decipherment must concentrate at least as
much as on the fmal anagram-solving steps. This is not only
essential for a proper understanding of the ultimate success, but
also enormously extends the interest of the enquiry. Neoplatonist
philosophers, Church of England bishops, leading mathematicians,
grammarians of Chinese are among those who played a significant
part in shaping the ideas about Egypt and Egyptian writing which
culminated in Champollion’s final reading of the hieroglyphs.

The second consideration which makes a study of decipherment
valuable in the history of ideas is the certainty of the milestones.
No such reliable measures of achicvement exist in other fields of
literary study except the most severely technical. The theories of
literary criticism fashionable in different centuries cannot be
graded according to their degree of approximation to the truth.
But with decipherments not only can we tell when success has
been achieved, but we can to some extent measure the progress
that has been made towards it at any onc time. Thus the historian
of decipherment can combine the precision of a history of science
with the richness of a history of the humanities.



PART ONE THE EGYPTIAN HIEROGLYPHS

Chapter One

Through Renaissance Eyes

Ancient Egypt: oblivion and recall

[T 15 the normal fate of writing systems, once they are no longer
actively employed, to be forgotten. During the Bronze Age in the
Near East there existed many different families of scripts. The only
onc of them to survive is our own. Some passed nto disuse and
oblivion 1n the second, or cven third, millennium Bc. Others
continued into classical Greek times. Egyptian, the most durable
of them, lingered well into the present era, the latest hicrogly phic
nscription we possess having been carved shortly before A p 4o0.
It might have been expected that some knowledge of at least this
script, so striking in appearance and so often mnscribed on granite
monuments, might have lived on; but this did not happen. The
great obelisks with which the Roman emperors had adorned Rome
and other citics of the West, the small obelisks with which the
pricests of Isis had adorned their once so fashionable temples, fell,
or were felled, one by one. The last inscribed obelisk left standing
(which was also onc of the first to arrive, having been brought to
Rome and crected by Augustus in the Campus Martius in 10 BC)
was brought down as the result of fire in the sack of Rome by
Robert Guiscard in Ap 1084. After this there remained only the
Vatican obclisk, originally sct up by Caligula — but it was un-
inscribed. Its Egyptian origin, its very name of obelisk, were alike
forgotten.

Mecmory returned only in the first half of the fiftcenth century.
It came back partly through the rediscovery of classical authors
who mentioned Egypt, partly from travel in the castern Mediter-
rancan, partly from antiquarianmism in Europe and especially in
Rome where extensive building development had begun to
stimulate interest in the things that were being destroyed. Hor-
apollo’s book Hieroglyphics — still the only ancient work we
possess that is devoted to this subject — was discovered on the
Acgean island of Andros in 1419 by Buondclmonte.! In 1435
Cyriac of Ancona visited Egypt, taking with him a copy of
Horapollo’s book, and sending home a drawing of a hicrogly phic
inscription to Niccolo Nicoli in Florence.? At the same time
Poggio was writing on the history of Rome in his de varietate
fortunae. In it he mentioned Pliny’s account of the obelisks
imported from Egypt by the carly Roman emperors, correctly
identified the Vatican obelisk as being the onc erected by Caligula,
and stated that he had scen a number of fragments of obelisks
inscribed with ‘the various shapes of animals and birds which the

11
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1 Two fifteenth-century
maps of the Vatican. Left,
Traditionalist. By Pictro del
Massaio, AD 1471. Right,
Humanist. By Alessandro
Strozzi, AD 1474
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ancient Egyptians used for letters’. Yet the obelisks were not of
great interest to him; while lamenting their disappearance, he
regarded this as a minor matter compared with the vast number of
Greek and Roman marble and bronze statues which had been lost.
But Poggio’s friend, Biondo, devoted rather more space to
them — at lcast to the extent of transcribing much of what Pliny,
Ammianus, and Tacitus had had to say. For instance, from
Tacitus he quoted that the Egyptians were the first to express
mental concepts by animal drawings and that their inscriptions
carved on stonc were the earliest records of human experience.
From Ammianus Marcellinus (the first manuscript by whom had
been rediscovered by Poggio in the monastery of Fulda in 1417)
he quoted a great deal, most significantly the statement that the
ancient Egyptians did not write by letters as we do, but by signs
expressing whole words or concepts. The two instances of this
given by Ammianus are that a vulture stands for nature because
according to naturalists there are no vultures of the male sex,
and that a honey-bee represents a king, because kings must
exercise their rule with sweetness but also possess a sting.

By the middle of the fifteenth century therefore the existence
of ancient Egypt had been rediscovered. Naturally the small
humanist circles of the time did not at once alter public opinion.
What they did was to introduce and to publicize an alternative
manncr of understanding history. The situation, as far as concerns
ancient Egypt, at the close of the Middle Ages is conveniently



Through Renaissance Eyes

summed up by the contrast between the two maps of Rome,
details of which are here reproduced. Both are evidently drawn I
after the same prototype, thought to have been of the early
fifteenth century, but the captions are worlds apart. Massaio’s map,
in a codex of Ptolemy’s Cosmographia, gave the medieval view of
ancient Rome, the Rome of the Christian pilgrim guides; Strozzi’s
accompanied a collection of inscriptions from Italian cities and
breathed the new spirit of humanism. To take one instance, in a
section of the map illustrated, against a building by the Tiber near
the Flaminian Gate, Massailo wrote, ‘Thisisthe Tower where Nero’s
Ghost once lingered.” Strozzi, though he included the building,
omitted the caption. The omissionis significant and does not owe its
presence to a desire for fewer words since Strozzi named just over
half as many placesagain as Massaio. It must have been the flavour
of credulity and obscurantism to which he objected. But what is
relevant to us is the treatment of the Vatican obelisk in the two
maps. ‘The Needle — Caesar’s Tomb’ (Agulia Cesaris tumulus) 1s
how Massaio described it. This was the medieval explanation,
derived from an erroneous identification of the obelisk with the
memorial to Julius Caesar described by Suetonius at the end of his
life of the dictator. The golden ball at the top was supposed to
contain his ashes, still as high above the world as Rome was above
all other cities. Strozzi, however, gave the monument its correct
ancient title of ‘obelisk’, thus inevitably implying that he knew it
to have come from Egypt.3

13
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The Roman image of Egypt

2 The Roman image of
Egypt. Detail of mosaic from
Palestrina (Pracneste). First
century BC

The Egypt that was now beginning to be rediscovered was not
the Egypt of the Pharaohs. This had lost its independence to the
Persian king Cambyses in 525 Bc. Two hundred years later the
Persian empire in its turn fell to the Macedonian king Alexander,
with the result that Egypt came first under his control and, after
his dcath, under that of the dynasty founded by his gencral
Ptolemy. Eventually in 30 BC it was annexed to the Roman
cmpire, n the castern half of which it remained until the Arab
conquest of the seventh century.

The Egypt that the humanist scholars of the Renaissance could
rcad about was the Egypt of the Greeks and Romans. And what
a strange country it had appeared to them! It was quite unlike
anywhere clsc in their experience. It was unique geographically,
‘the gift of the Nile’ as Herodotus called it, a thin strip of fertility
between barren sands. It was unique for the life it bore, the

.
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crocodile and hippopotamus, the papyrus and the lotus. It was
unique for its monuments, the vast temples of ancient Thebes, the
pyramids like mountains, and the scarcely less incredible single-
stonc obelisks. It was unique for the number of its priests and for
the ancient and mysterious writing in which its piety and wisdom
were preserved. The potency of the fascination it exercised need
cause us no surprise.

Some of this fascination can be sensed from a mosaic in the
Temple to Fortune at Praeneste built by the Roman general Sulla
in the carly part of the first century B c.* Contemporary literature
confirms that this mosaic was no isolated fantasy. Cicero, for
example, tells us that rich men created artificial streams in their
parks and called them ‘Niles’, a practice which he claims to find
ridiculous. But he himself, we are told, once wrote a poem on the
Nile.> Roman poets and satirists are full of references to this
Egyptomania, which was by no means confined to any one rank
in society. The chief form it took was, as one would expect in the
ancient world, religious. Temples to the Egyptian gods Scrapis
and Isis became increasingly numerous. There were at least threc
in Rome itself, and more than twice as many are known from the
rest of Italy. The main onc in Rome, on the Campus Martius, was
founded in the second century Bc and continued in use until at
least AD 400, but the fashion was perhaps at its height in the second
and third centuries. A very good idea of the beauty of the services
and of the relief from sin and suffering felt by a convertis given by
Apuleius in the cleventh book of his novel, the Metamorphoses.
What it could all look like to an outsider is well hinted at by
Juvenal, a satirist with a healthy scorn for the occult and a nos-
talgia for the old days of political responsibility. He says of a
typical rich lady devotee of Isis (vi 526f.):

. 1f the goddess-cow command,
She’ll go to Egypt’s borders and bring back
Nile-water fresh from sun-baked Meroé
To sprinkle in the Temple near the Pen
Where Roman citizens once voted . . .©

— that 1s to say, the Iscum in the Campus Martius. But Juvenal is
exaggerating when he talks about Meroé. The homeland of the
cult in the Graeco-Rontan world was not so far away. It was
the Serapeum at Alexandria.

Serapis was originally crcated as the patron deity of the new
Greek colony of Alexandria under Ptolemy I, though his temple
wasre-founded by Ptolemy Il in the next century.”? To begin with,
Serapis was envisaged as predominantly Greek, as his cult-statue
shows. His worship sprcad because when the Greek colonists of
Alexandria either returned to their birthplaces or moved to other
parts of the Greek world, they were likely to continue his cult in
their new homes. Later, as the spell of Egypt began to increase its
hold on the Greeks of Alexandria and elsewhere, Isis, who had
alwaysbeen associated with Serapis, began to play an increasingly
central part in the cult. The highest pointin the life of the Serapcum
came in AD 131/2 with the visit of the Roman emperor Hadrian
and his wife, but it survived for a further quarter of a millennium.

Through Renaissance Eyes
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3 The Serapeum at
Alexandria. a, the foundation
plague placed by Ptolemy 111
(246-221 BC); b, bust of
Zeus Serapis found near

the Serapeum; ¢, Roman
coin ot Ap 132/3 showing
Serapis and Hadrian jointly
dedicating a shrine to the
Empcror; d, the final
destruction of the Serapeum
by Christians in AD 391. The
patriarch Theophilus is
shown standing on the ruins
of the Serapeum. From a
fitth-century A p papyrus
chronicle
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When it was finally destroyed by the Christians in AD 391, it was
still a live institution, and only succumbed after a struggle.®

The destruction of the Serapeum signalled the end of pagan
Egypt, and the end also of the hieroglyphic script. Until then it
had survived, though latterly it was less and less understood even
by the pricsts, who were its only custodians. By the Greeks and
Romans it had never been properly understood at all. For though
there existed, as we shall see, books which dealt specifically with
the hieroglyphs, none of them came anywhere near explaining
the basic principles of the writing system. Above all, there is
scarcely a mention that any hicroglyphic sign could cver bear a
phonetic value. The explanation of this 1s not immediately obvious.
To blame lack of curiosity on the part of the Grecks or deliberate
concecalment on the part of the Egyptian priests is too moralist and
too facile to be convincing. There was plenty of curiosity — we
know the names of over seventy ancient authors who wrote on
Egypt. And whether or not the priests asa class were jealous of their
secrets, they cannot all have been so as individuals: where the
mformation about individual hicroglyphs given us by classical
authors can be checked, it usually turns out to be, if not true, at
least descended from the truth and to have come from genuine
mside knowledge. It also seems unlikely that attitudes of this kind
would have persisted unflinchingly through three quite different
periods of relationship — before, during, and after the Greek
political domination of Egypt.

There 1s a simpler and more universal explanation as to why
the Graeco-Roman literary public never had the hieroglyphic
script, or for that matter cuneiform, Cypriot, or Aramaic,
cxplained to them. It lies in the nature of ancient literacy and of
ancient books. In the first place, though it would have been
theoretically possible to write a treatise on such a subject, the
result would have been both unpublishable and unusable. Where
would there have been the scribes to copy it, and where would the
potential reader have found the hieroglyphic or cuneiform books
to use his knowledge on? In the second place, writing, in the sense
of forming the actual letters, is a craft. You need someone to show
you how. Ancient books, though they could be on technical
sub jects such as architecture or land-surveying, did not deal with
crafts of this nature. Nor could they have usefully encroached on a
sphere where the best teacher 1s example, the second-best illus-



tration, and the verbal formulation of gencral principles a poor
third.

What then did ancient writers have to say on the subject? Our
first authority is Herodotus, who visited Egypt in the fifth century
B¢, when it was under Persian domination. All that he specifically
states about Egyptian writing 1s in two sentences (i1 36): that it
proceceds from right to left, and that there are two types, sacred
(hiera) and public (demotica). This is also stated by Diodorus (i 81)
and implied by others. Clement of Alexandria, however, at the
end of the sccond century AD says very firmly that there were
three types, hicroglyphic, hicratic, and epistolographic. Which of
these contradictory statements was correct, and whether or not
they could be reconciled, naturally gave rise to considerable
debate among carly investigators.

As for the hicroglyphic script itself the only other fact that can
be inferred from Herodotus is that it was used for the engraving
of historical records, particularly royal achievements (i 102, 106,
125, 135). Other authors lcad us to the same conclusion, while
others again imply funcrary, rcligious, astrological, or philo-
sophical uses.®

The carliest extant writer to suggest the ideographic nature of
the hicroglyphs is Diodorus Siculus, who travelled in Egypt in the
middle of the first century B¢ ‘I must include a word on the
Ethiopian writing, called “‘hicroglyphic” by the Egyptians’, he
says (11 4). “The signs arc like various animals, or the extremities of
the human body, or tools — particularly carpenters’ tools. For
their script docs not work by putting syllables together to render
an underlying sense, but by drawing objects whose metaphorical
meaning is impressed on the memory. . . > Among the examples
he gives are a falcon for ‘anything that happens suddenly’, a
crocodile for ‘evil’, an cye as ‘the body’s watchman’ and ‘the
guardian of justice’. He adds that after a long study of the inherent
meanings in things, and with much practice at memorizing them,
the recognition of the signs becomes automatic.

Diodorus also tells us that among the Ethiopians (whoever he
means by them — one would assume the inhabitants of Mero€) the
hicroglyphic script is the only one known and is taught to cvery-
body, whereas the Egyptians have a different script for general usc.

It is not certain where Diodorus got his information from. The
most natural source to suspect is Manctho, an Egyptian priest who
served the first two Ptolemics. Manctho wrote on Egyptian
history and on Egyptian religion, but none of the fragments that
we possess of his work refers to writing. Nevertheless, even if we
cannot name it, it 1s likely that Diodorus had some literary source
for his theory and did not pick it up from conversation in Egypt;
for very much the same account of Egyptian writing was given
in the next century by an Alexandrian, Chairemon, who is
alleged to have been a priest (hicrogrammateus) and who wrote a
book on Egyptian writing which contained some genuine infor-
mation. It would be strange if he had borrowed from a Greek
historian on his own Egyptian subject. Yet the account we have
from him 1s extremely like that of Diodorus. It is preserved for us
by a late Byzantine writer, Tzetzes, and runs:

Through Renaissance Eyes
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The Ethiopians do not use letters, only various animals, their
limbs, and organs. Earlier priests, in their desire to keep secret their
knowledge of natural theology, taught these signs to their own
children as an allegorical or symbolic way of writing — a woman
beating a drum for joy’, a man holding his chin and looking down
at the ground for ‘grief’, a tear-filled eye for ‘misfortune’. . . .

Chairemon is said to have become one of the tutors of the
emperor Nero, and this may be why his theory makes two appear-
ances In the Roman literature of the time. The poet Lucan, who
was a member of Nero’s entourage and presumably knew
Chairemon, devotes some lines to it in connection with the rather
unpoetic problem of who invented the alphabet. The Phoenicians,
he says, were the first to record language in baldly sketched signs
(rudibus figuris), and they did so before Egypt had learned to make
papyrus scrolls, when stone was its only medium, and when the
animals carved on it still gave magic tongue (sculptaque servabant
magicas animalia linguas). This is very similar to the account, already
mentioned, given by Tacitus (and attributed by him to the
emperor Claudius) that mental concepts were initially expressed
by the Egyptians in the form of animal drawings. He differs,
however, from Lucan in regard to alphabetic writing, saying that
it too was invented by Egypt and only later adopted by the
Phoenicians, who stole the credit for it.

The Greek writer Plutarch, contemporary with Tacitus, gives
some half-dozen actual instances of meanings of hieroglyphs in
his treatise de Iside et Osiride. Two of them are correct (Osiris
written with an eye and a sceptre; ‘king’ or ‘southern regions’ by
means of a rush), and two or three others partially so. There are
also some references to the Egyptian language which are correct.
In so far as these items of Plutarch’s knowledge can be dated they
seem to refer to Ptolemaic times. A strange reference to §2 = 25 —
the number of Egyptian letters, and the mention of the ibis as
being the first letter of the Egyptian alphabet in another of
Plutarch’s writings (quaest. conv. 9, 3. 2) have been taken as indicat-
ing an awareness of Egyptian phoneticism. But it is not a very live
awareness, and in any case the inference 1s not a necessary one.

The only extant ancient work devoted exclusively to Hicro-
glyphic that we possess goes under the name of Horapollo (or
Horus Apollo). It was ‘produced in the Egyptian language and
translated into Greek by Philip’, according to the heading of the
first book. The sccond book (there are only two, both short) has
a separate heading explaining that it is in the nature of a supple-
ment. And indeed the greater part of it (paragraphs 31-117) is
clearly different, being concerned with animal lore and having no
particular connection with Egypt. The rest, however, does. In
about a dozen instances Horapollo’s information overlaps that
given by Plutarch, but for the most part what he tells us is new,
including almost a dozen words which he claims to be Egyptian,
and which in factare. The paragraphs, though arranged by subject
matter in a moderately coherent way, arc in themselves indepen-
dent entities. Most of them are short: for instance

I 23 “To indicate a man who has never travelled they paint a man



with a donkey’s head. For he never knows or listens to accounts of
what happens abroad.’

II' 119 ‘They painta hand toshow a man who is fond of building.
For the hand is what carries out work.’

But some arc longer, for instance I 14 on the baboon, whose
representation is said to mean any of the following — the moon,
the inhabited world, writing, a priest, anger, swimming. The
symbolisms by which these various meanings are reached are then
briefly explained.

The range of subjects dealt with — the baboon, the vulture, the
ibis, sceptres, kings, pricsts, the Nile flood, etc. — has a decidedly
Egyptian colouring. But the explanations are often absurdly Greek.
For example I 17, “The sun is called Horus because it rules the
hours’, the Greek word for hours being horai. Even when he is on
Egyptian ground and referring to a recognizable hieroglyph,
Horapollo gives us the feeling that we are talking to a very much
hellenized Egyptian who knows scarcely more about the hiero-
glyphs than he can guess by looking at them. For instance he says
in I 28, “To denotc hieroglyphs, or a scribe, they draw a reed, ink,
and a sieve . . . because the first instrument used in making bread
s a sieve . . . and the Egyptian for education is sbo, which means
adequate nourishment.” True enough, she means ‘instruction’ in
Coptic, and there are Egyptian words §b3 — ‘instruct’ and hw —
‘food” which Horapollo may have confused, but where does the
sicve come in? The probable explanation (Sbordone’s) is that he
thought this was what was represented by the Egyptian hiero-
glyph i} — which really denotes a reed-pen and a palette with two
bowls for red and black ink. Moreover, as Sbordone points out,
the bridge betwceen the concepts of ‘food’ and ‘education’ looks
as if it was the Greek word trophé, which, like nurture in English,
can imply both. Another aspect of the interpretation which sug-
gests Greek thinking is the order in which it is put: ‘If you have
cnough food you will learn your letters.” In contrast, what we
know of Egyptian scribessuggests that they would have been more
likely to have said that a good education leads to a good living.

Translations from Egyptian hieroglyphics into Greek were
made 1n antiquity — for instance Manetho undoubtedly used
genuine Egyptian sources for his history of Egypt — but the only
cases where we have from ancient literature both the original and
the translation are an alleged five-sign temple inscription (see
page 25), and a translation of two sides of an obelisk in Rome
by Hermapion (a person otherwise unknown) reproduced in
Ammianus Marcellinus. Which obelisk he was referring to is still
a matter of dispute; it may have been the Flaminian, now in the
Piazza del Popolo. If so the translation, though excellent in regard
to general tone and indeed in its rendering of particular phrases,
is too much of a free summary. Champollion, as we shall see, was
able to make good use of it in corroboration of his decipherment,
but it could never have been of direct help in the initial stages.

I have tried to sketch in outline how Egypt appeared to the
Graeco-Roman world, and in slightly more detail what the Graeco-
Roman world knew, or thought it knew, about Egyptian writing.
Their general picture of two distinct systems, onc entircly ideo-
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DATE LATIN TRANS-

(CEN- EDITIO LATION (WHERE
AUTHOR’S NAME  TURY) DESCRIPTION PRINCEPS APPLICABLE) RELEVANCE TO EGYPT
LACTANTIUS 3/4ap  Christian philosopher 1467 - Account of Egyptian myth and
religion in de falsa religione.
PLINY 1 AD historian of scicnce 1469 — History ot obelisks in xxxvi.

and technology

STRABO 1 BC/AD geographer 1516 1469 Description of Egypt in xvil.
APULEIUS 2AD lecturer, novelist, 1469 — The initiation into the rites of
mystic Isis of the hero of his novel, the
Metamor phoses.

The Hermetic tract, now known
as Asclepius, which was printed as

his.
TACITUS 1/2AD  historian 1470 — Rameses inscriptions Ann. 11 6o.
(except Annalsi-vi) Egyptian writing Ann. xi 14.
1515 — Scrapis Hist. 1v 8 1—4.
(including Annals 1—v1)
EUSEBIUS 3/4 ap  Christian historian 1544 1470 Extracts from Philo of Byblos,

Apion, Chacremon, and others,
preserved in the praeparatio

evangelica.
JOSEPHUS 1 AD Jewish historian 1544 . 1470 Extracts from Manetho in the
(Cassiodorus) c. Apionem.
1480
(contra Apionen)
corpus Hermeticum 2/3 AD  philosophical and 1554 1471 The tracts claim as their author
religious tracts the Egyptian god Thoth,

hellenized as Hermes.
For the Latin Asclepius see under

Apulcius.
DIODORUS 1BC historian 1559 1472 Discussion of Egyptian myth,
SICULUS (Poggio’s trans- legend, history, gcography, and
lation, which general influence in 1. .
was made in Description of hieroglyphic

the middle of  writing in iiL.
the century)

HERODOTUS s BC traveller and historian 1474 1502 A first-hand and very tull
account ot Egypt in 1i.
AMMIANUS 4 AD historian 1474 — Digression on obclisks in xvil,
MARCELLINUS (without Hermapion) including the translation of an
1533 — obclisk mscription by Hermapion.

(includes Hermapion)

PLATO 4 BC philosopher 1513 1483 Many occasional references to
Egypt.

PLOTINUS 3AD philosopher 1580 1492 Praisc of hicroglyphicin V 8, 5.

IAMBLICHUS  4aD philosopher and mystic 1678 1497 The de mysteriis is intended as an

exposition of the religious views
and practices of the pricsts of
Egyptand Assyria.

HORAPOLLO 5 aD (?) 1505 1515 On Egyptian hicroglyphics.

PLUTARCH 1/2 Ap  historian and moralist 1509 1570 An cextendedessay on the Isis cult
in the de Iside et Osiride.

HERMAPION 1 BC[AD (?) Sce Ammianus Marcellinus.
CLEMENT 2/3ap  Christian philosopher 1550 1551 Description of Egyptian writing
n Strom. V 4.
PHILO 1 AD Jewish philosopher 1552 1554 Allegorical exegesis ot Old
and theologian Testament. (Fiternas’ Latin

translation, done between 1479
and 1484 was from then on
available in MS. in the Vatican
Library.)



Through Renaissance Eyes

graphic, the other entirely phonetic, was quite wrong: the details
were few, and though they were sometimes correct there was no
easy way of knowing when that was. It is no wonder, therefore,
that such a long time was to elapse between the rediscovery of
Egypt in the Renaissance and the proper understanding of its
writing systems by Champollion.

I conclude this section with a list of the main extant Greek and
Roman writers who touch on Egypt to any significant extent and
the order in which they became available in the Renaissance. It is
not exhaustive, nor can rigid conclusions about the non-
availability of authors before the appearance of their first printed
edition be drawn from it. Manuscript copies of newly discovered
works were often in fairly free circulation before their first
printing, and of course some authors were read throughout the
Middle Ages. For instance there are over two hundred surviving
manuscripts of Cassiodorus’ sixth-century Latin translation of
Josephus.

On the other hand the appearance of an author in print does not
necessarily mean that his whole corpus as now known was in-
cluded in the edition. There are three important instances of this
i the table opposite. The early books of Tacitus’ Annals with the
account of Germanicus’ visit to Egypt were still missing when the
1470 cdition of Tacitus was printed. The only manuscript of
Ammianus Marcellinus known in 1474 did not transcribe
Hermapion’s obelisk translation since it was quoted by Ammianus
in Greek. The translation of the ‘Sais inscription’ in Plutarch is
absent from all the manuscripts, and could only be restored when
the text of Clement of Alexandria became available.

Hieroglyphic wisdom

The abstract admiration felt for the Egyptian hieroglyphs in the
latter part of classical antiquity 1s neatly summarized by the third-
century philosopher Plotinus. In the course of an argument to
show that the gods do not contemplate propositions but realities,
and that ideas, far from being just mental pictures, have a genuine
existence, he remarks (v 8, 6):

This 1s what the wise men of Egypt realized, either by science or by
instinct. When they wanted to express their meaning philoso-
phically they did not go through the whole business of letters,
words, and sentences. They did not employ devices to copy the
sounds of a proposition and how it is pronounced. Instead, in their
sacred writings, they drew signs, a separate sign for each idea, so
as to express its whole meaning at once. Each separate sign is
in itself a picce of knowledge, a picce of wisdom, a piece of
reality, immediately present. There i1s no process of reasoning
involved, no laborious elucidation.

Ficino, who translated Plotinus into Latin in 1492, comments:
‘Our way of thinking about “‘time” is complex and shifting. For
example “time goes quickly”, “time revolves and ends up where
it began”, “time teaches prudence”, “‘time gives and takes away”.
This whole range of thought was comprehended in a single, firm,
figure by the Egyptians when they drew a winged serpent with
its tail in its mouth. And therc are many other such figures,
described by Horus [ — Horapollo].’
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4 Hermies Trismegistus
giving to Egypt the twin
sciences of writing and
law. Siena Cathedral
pavement mosaic. End of
fif teenth century

[t may seem difficult to believe that the men of the Renaissance
took so seriously the wisdom of Egypt when they knew so little
about it. But it should not surprise us. ‘Nowadays’, said Sebastian
Munster in his preface to Levita’s Hebrew grammar (1525), ‘we
see the ancient everywhere rightly preferred to the modern, and
the springs themselves to the subscquent lakes.” In favour of the
superiority of ancient Egypt they had, as we have scen in the last
section, the almost unanimous testimony of classical antiquity.
Their own experience of contemporary life must have encouraged
them to agree. They were lcarning daily in almost all spheres of
literature, science, and technology, from ancient Rome. Rome
had learned from Greece; why should not Greece in its turn have
learned from Egypt? Indeed, there were plenty of ancient authors
who said that this is just what it had done. Diodorus, for instance,
lists fourteen founders of Greek culture as having been educated
. in Egypt, among them Orpheus, Daedalus, Homer, Lycurgus,
s The City of the Past. This Solon, Plato, Pythagoras, Eudoxus, Democritus. Other authors
illustration and the next three have similar lists.
show woodcuts from
Hypnerotorachia Poliphili.
AD 1499

This vision of Egypt as the spring of wisdom was admitted even
into the Church. As you enter Siena Cathedral you see in the
centre of the nave a great mosaic of Hermes Trismegistus (= Thoth)
handing over a book on which is written ‘Receive, O Egyptians.

4 the gift of literacy and law.” With his other hand he points to a
stone on which is carved ‘God, the creator of all, created a second
[secum is for secundum], visible God, and this was the first God he
made and the one in which he took pleasure: and he loved His
own Son, who is called the Holy Word.” The first inscription
comes from Cicero, the second from the Hermetic tract Asclepius,
both through the medium of the Christian writer Lactantius,
who quotes them in his Divine Institutions.10
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This great confidence in the virtues of Egyptian writing existed
despite the fact that scarcely anybody had ever seen any. Cyriac of
Ancona had brought back from Egypt one or two drawings.
There were a few inscribed fragments of obclisks lying partly
visible in back quarters of Rome; that was the sum of what was
available. Nevertheless, imagination could supply the deficiency,
and it did. The first hieroglyphs to be printed and published were
the modern ones of Francesco Colonna, a learned, allegorical
novelist, who wrote in the manner of Apuleius and was a sort of
James Joyce of the Renaissance.

The hero of Colonna’s Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (1499), dis-
gusted with the ‘hateful and blasphemous barbarity’ of his age,
secks to rediscover Nature. But the only way back to Nature is
through a defile, blocked by the tremendous remains of the City
of the Past. It is obvious from the woodcut representing this that
it 1s a blend of Rome, Greece, and Egypt. Poliphilus enters the
City. In it he finds strange statuary like the elephant transfixed by
an obelisk, and encounters various inscriptions. Some of these are
in hicroglyphics. Others are in Latin, in Greek, and in Hebrew,
Chaldean, or Arabic. It is noteworthy that the hieroglyphic
inscriptions are not presented with a translation into any of these
languages. Poliphilus has to work out their meaning for himself
by thinking about them (‘pensiculante’ — a word Colonna has
characteristically scooped from Aulus Gellius and poured straight
into his own Italian).’! The principles on which Poliphilus works
will be clear from the accompanying illustration. Readers who
would like to put themselves into his position and consider for

EX 1ABORE
oxhead with

DEO NATURAE SACRIFICA LIBERALITER PAULATIM REDUCES ANIMUM
eye  vulmre altar howl jug  skein of wool vase

farm implements

CUSTODIAM VITAE TUAE MISERICORDITER GUBERNANDO TENEBIT

sandal anchor — goose lanmp  hand olive chariot-pole  hooks

INCOLUMEM
dolphin

-QUE
the two
ribbons

SERVABIT
chest
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6 Elephant transfixed by an
obelisk

7 An imvented hieroglyphic
mscription, and its
mterpretation. The Latin
means ‘Sacrifice with your
labour ungrudgingly to the
God of Nature. Gradually
you will bring your mind
back to be subject to Him.
In His merciful guidance He
will keep firm watch over
your life and will preserve
you in safety.’
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& Another inscription seen
by Poliphilus in the City of
the Past. For its
iterpretation, and how it
scems to have been reached,
see note 12 (page 193)
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O
themsclves ‘the most noble Egyptian hieroglyphs’ carved on the
bridge leading from the City of the Past to the country of Nature,
may like to do so before turning to Poliphilus’ own interpretation.!?

It would be strange to find the hieroglyphs treated in this
manncr if they were thought of as an object for historical rescarch.
But they were not: they were thought of as a source of moral
wisdom. This is clear from the table of contents of the first edition
of Horapollo, printed by Aldus in 1505. It includes the Fables of
Acsop and of Babrius, the allegorical interpretations of Cornutus
and of ‘Heracleides Ponticus’ (i.e. the Homeric Allegories of
Heracleitus), Palacphatus’ ‘incredible stories’, and a collection of
Greek proverbs. These works, heterogeneous to us, were then
considered more or less closely interrelated in subject matter.

The first scholar who sought the historical truth about the
Egyptian hieroglyphs, and who wrote the first book on the sub-
jectin the modern world was Picrius Valerianus. He was Apostolic
Prothonotary to Clement VII and his epitaph in Venice claims
that his industry in administrative matters was such that nobody
would have expected him to have had time to read, let alone
write; his publications, however, were of such breadth and learn-
ing that one would supposc their author’s life to have been an
uninterrupted vacation. His work The Hieroglyphs, or a Com-
wentary on the sacred letters of the Egyptians and other peoples was first
printed at Basle in 1556, and went through several later editions.
It consists of fifty-cight books (what we would call chapters), the
first thirty-one of which are devoted to animals, and the remainder
divided between parts of the human body, human artefacts, and
plants.

Pierius’ aims and methods arce perhaps seen at their clearest in
Book xxxiiiand its preface.'3 Thesources for our knowledge of the
hicroglyphs arc there listed as the Bembine Table (sec page 33),
the numerous signs on the obclisks, visits to Egypt and other
countrics where there are inscriptions, ancient writers in general
(though these yicld only very few and allusively-hinted-at inter-
pretations), and Horapollo in particular (though this 15 most
disappointing, being summary, superficial, and textually corrupt
as well). Other points that he makes are:

1. The hicroglyphs were em plo yed for the purposcs of philosophy,
poctry, history, theology, and moral aphorism, despite their use
of pictures for words.

2. The Greeks, Romans, and Hebrews brought out into the open
ficlds of eloquence the ideas that the Egyptians had confined
within the limits of what could be embraced by the cye.

3. Greek, Roman, and Hebrew writers may therefore be legiti-
matcly drawn on to interpret what the Egyptians meant in their
hicroglyphs.

4. Even Hippocratean dream-therapy, ancient dream  inter-
pretation in genceral, and Etruscan augury-lore are likely to be



descended from Egypt, since they all take their starting-point in
the realm of visible things.

These principles explain how Picrius managed to write so
large a volume on a subject on which so little was known. For
example, they miake it relevant to quote even such an apparently
obvious metaphor as Cicero’s ‘devouring books’ (vorare litteras)
when considering the passage in which Horapollo tells us that the
Egyptian word sho meant both food and education (see page 19).

Pierius’ basic procedure 1s to take each object, animal, plant, or
body-part, and consider the various symbolic meanings that can
be seen in it. Thus the stork, the subject ot his Book xvii, can imply,
among other things, filial picty, spring, protection from danger,
medical expertise, and prescience. In support of this gallery of
meanings he cites Greek and Roman authors, the facts of Roman
history, Roman coins, and even contemporary experience. For
when Bonzio, he says, was found guilty of an attempted assas-
sination and the razing of his house in Padua was part of the
sentence, the stork on the roof left it before the demolition men
arrived and built a new nest on the house of Bonzio’s political
opponent, Cuticelli.

The different symbolisms are generously illustrated with
woodcuts. One of the possible significances of the bull, ‘sharpness
of hearing’, 1s here illustrated. The story comes from Horapollo
(i 47):

They paint a bull’s ear to indicate hearing. When a cow has the
urge to conccive she moos strenuously. The urge never lasts more
than three hours, and if it is not satisfied the cow closes her genital
passage until the next occasion. But she rarely needs to do so. The
bull picks up the mooing very quickly, even from a great distance,
realizes that the cow 1s on heat, and runs to the spot. The bull 1s
the only animal to be summoned to intercourse like this.

In telling the story (iii 7) Pierius adds only the information,
derived from Aristotle and Pliny, that the next occasion is ninctecn
days off.

Most of Pierius’ work 1s taken up with the illustration and usage,
including the modern usage, of individual symbolisms. But he
does sometimes have occasion to discuss hieroglyphic groups, and
n one lucky instance (xxxi 6) we are in the position of an examiner
able to grade his answer. This 1s where he deals with an inscription
said by Plutarch (de Iside et Osiride, 32) to have been ‘in front of the
Temple of Athena at Sais’ and to consist of a child, an old man, a
falcon, a fish, and a hippopotamus. The alleged translation ‘O
young, O old, God hates impiety’ had dropped out of our Plutarch
manuscripts, and can only be supplemented from Clement of
Alexandria, who happens to give the same example. The supple-
ment seems to have been first made in Squire’s edition of Plutarch
In 1744 : it 1s not in the Frankfurt edition of 1620, and was certainly
unknown to Pierius. So Pierius had to translate unseen, helped
only by the symbolisms given in Plutarch’s surviving explanation
— that the falcon stands for ‘god’, the fish for ‘hatred’ (because fish
live in the sea which eventually swallows up the life-giving Nile),
and the hippopotamus for ‘violence and immorality’ (because it
kills its father in order to be able to rape its mother).

Through Renaissance Eyes

9 ‘Sharpness of hearing’. A
hieroglyph illustrated by
Picrius Valerianus
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11 Cartouche ot Osiris from
Philae. Ptelemaic

12 Imaginary reconstruction
by Pierius of an inscription
described by Plutarch

10 The god Horus atter
overcoming Seth. Scene
trom the imner girdle wall of
the temple at Edtu.
Ptolemaic
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Pierius also shows us what he imagines the original to have
looked like. We cannot control this exactly. No such inscription
has'been found, and so un-Egyptian would it have been that it is
unlikely that there was ever one like it even in Ptolemaic times.
But if there was, cither it would have borne some resemblance to
the Osiris cartouche from Philae with the hieroglyphs of a child
and an old man at the beginning and end respectively, or else, if
Plutarch 1s not describing a hieroglyphic inscription but a large-
scale bas-relief, it may have been after the type that can be seen at
Edfu and of which something was known in the Graeco-Roman
world.

We can now examine the reconstruction made by Pierius. The
drawing is, except for the obelisk frame, about as unlike anything
Egyptian as it could be. His translation too departs from what one
would expect an Egyptian to have said, and is certainly not the
translation that Plutarch and Clement gave. Pierius captions the
five hieroglyphs ‘birth’, ‘age’, ‘life’, ‘death’, ‘dissolution’, and
comments that ‘the message is the precariousness of our human
life, moving from childhood to old age and second childhood. . . .
When the harmonious discord created by the mixture in our
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bodies begins to break up and the elements begin encroaching on
each other by violent means, the inevitable consequence is death.”

It looks as if Picrius arrived at this elaborate interpretation by
visualizing a symmetry in the inscription — two propositions
separated in the centre by the falcon, which, he says, ‘signifies God,
hence Love, the Divine Element in us, and the essential Life’. Put
more simply, the whole will run, ‘Youth and Age make up Life,
and Life ends through Hatred and Violence.” His explanation of
the last part draws heavily on Greek medical theory and Greek
theology, but, as we have seen, the principles on which he operates
make it relevant for him to bring in Greek ideas, for he assumes
that they were derived from Egypt in the first place.

The complex mixture of truth, fallacy, and fantasy that went to
the making of a Renaissance hieroglyph can be seen in the accom-
panying illustration. The sceptre presumably began as a walking-
stick with a side-shoot left on it for a handle. It was then animated.
Since the Egyptian word for this kind of staff or sceptre w:s could
also mean ‘well-being’, and since the word for a simple stake |
¢db could also mean ‘mischief’, the sign could be punningly taken
as ‘well-being over mischief’. Then, the verbal nature of the pun
coming to be forgotten, the sign could be seen as a hoopoe over
the claws of a hippopotamus (Horapollo1 55, 56), whence Picerius,
changing the hoopoc into the more familiar stork as an emblem of
filial piety, evolved his own hieroglyph.14

Before we leave Pierius we should notice one passage where the
gathering clouds of contemporary religious conflict are hinted at.
Pierius always tried to consider the truths of animal symbolism in
connection with the truths of natural history, and he therefore
wondered why the hippopotamus should possess a divided hoof
and yet not ruminate. The answer, he says (xix 8), s that this hits
off very well the nature of the heretic, always rooting up quibbles
and distinctions yet never finding wisdom. And it is perhaps the
shadow of Luther that makes him, at the beginning of his book on
Isis (xxxix), so firmly define the limits of admiration for antiquity
in general and Egypt in particular — ‘supreme in human accom-
plishments, though ignorant of truc religion’ (veteribus verae pietatis
nesciis sed rerum humanarum peritissimis).

Fifteen cditions of Horapollo and an even greater number of S

original works devoted to hieroglyphs and emblems appcared in
the sixteenth century. Most of them were seen by their authorsas 13 The evolution of a
a contribution, not to Egyptology but to what we should nowa- Re“‘“s”‘:‘"f '"”"f{-’-'ly}’]’-
5 . . a, normal torm ot the sceptre
days call the science of communications. They were for the usc of : ;
. . . . ideogram in Egyptian
public spcakers, preachers, designers of sealsand devices, sculptors,  riung; 6, animated
painters, draughtsmen, architects, and inventors’, to show them  representation of the sceptre,
how to represent symbolically ‘everything that can occurinhuman  from the mside of the coffin
thought’, to quote the title-page of Ripa’s Iconologia (1593 and “'S:Ebkk"" Middle K"’}q]‘i(”"’
. NP ¢, stork accompanying the
many subsequexlt edltlons). They are terL'f-OI‘L irrelevant to OUT  foure of Pietas on a coin
ownenquiry exceptinso far astheyhelpedstimulate there-erection  struck by the Roman
of obelisks in Rome. Between 1582 and 1589 nolessthan six obelisks — emperor Hadrian to celebrate
were cither resited or put upagain for thefirsttimesince antiquity. 15 his “d"m‘l"'l‘ olmfley
: . h AD 1 s d, Impietat
Onc important consequence was that in future engravings of U & P
. . S o il praelata Pietas (‘Devotion
obclisks and of hicroglyphic inscriptionshad to be very much more  gyer Selfishness’), a

accurate. hieroglyphic by Pierius
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14 Title-page of the de
symbolica Aecgyptiorim
sapientia (“The Symbolic
Wisdom of Egypt’) by

N. Caussin (Cologne 1631)
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This is certainly true of the handsomely proportioned obeclisks
shown opposite. Even the fact that they are represented as a pair
1s itself a significant increase in accuracy; for it was now realized
from travellers’ reports (such as Belon’s book of 1553), confirmed
by the discovery in about 1600 of the Pracneste mosaic, that
obelisks had originally been sited in pairs to flank the entrance to
temples. It was therefore appropriate to make them flank the
title-page of a book on Egypt’s symbolic wisdom. Its author,
Nicolas Caussin, tells us that he conceived of it as a supplement to
his previous work on Eloquence, but since he also wished it to be
authentic he has confined himself to the ancient authorities more
rigorously than Picrius. Accordingly, the main substance of
Caussin’s book consists of a Latin translation of Horapollo and
relevant extracts from Clement, together with a commentary on
them. But what is particularly interesting in it is the introduction.
This is not only because he gives a clear definition of the distinc-
tions between Symbol, Enigma, Emblem, Parable, Apologue or
Fable, and Hieroglyph,!¢ but also because he makes a firm and
conscious defence of the study of Egyptian hicroglyphic. Luther
had been suspicious of allegory: the Lutherans too. Hicroglyphic
and allegory were closely related. Caussin’s defence of them there-
forc — he was a Jesuit priest — is intimatcly bound up with the
Counter-Reformation.

Caussin admits that the Hebrews may have had wisdom of the
Egyptian type before Egypt herself did. For all ancient wisdom
was ‘concealed in the cloak of symbol or enigma’, and Abraham,
who had lived with the priests of Heliopolis and taught them
about the stars according to one ancient account, may well
have taught them this too. It would not be surprising. The rich
varicty of the created world was a sort of gallery of 1mages or
symbols for early men to puzzle out. All the things that Adam and
Enoch saw were like letters illuminated by God. But it was the
Egyptians who carried this science of symbolism furthest and who
arc therefore rightly looked on as its real founders. Egypt has
generally been considered, as by Plato, to have been the birthplace
of writing; Greek learning began in Egypt, Moses (Acts vii 22)
was learned in all the wisdom of Egypt. Philo in his Life of Moses
tells us that this consisted not merely of arithmetic, gcometry, and
music, but also of philosophy written by means of symbols and
with drawings of animals, which 1s to say the hicroglyphs.

This last point of Caussin’s was of grcat importance. The
Reformers might attack the classical and humanist view of
Egyptian wisdom, but they could not escape the biblical references
to it. What exactly it was about the wisdom of Egypt that had
caused Mosces to regard it as so important was to remain one of the
central questions in discussions of Egyptology for the remainder
of the century and beyond.

Like the agave, which blossoms monstrously before it dies, the
doctrine of hieroglyphic wisdom was to cxperience a final
climactic flowering in the large and numerous folios of another
Jesuit priest, Athanasius Kircher. Kircher’s main positive contribu-
tion to Egyptology was his work on Coptic. Coptic manuscripts
had only recently become available in Europe (sce pages 36-9), and
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Kircher was attracted to their study partly by their usefulness as a
weapon against the heretics of his ‘most calamitous century’. Many
of the rites, liturgies, and doctrines attacked as being Roman inven-
tions could, he thought, be decisively shown to be nothing of the
sort but to date back to very early Christian times by the fact of their
existence in the Coptic Church (Kircher, 1636, chapter 2). Never-
theless, he thought Coptic equally important for the assistance it
might be expected to give to the understanding of ancient Egypt.
He argued from the Coptic vocabulary (the words for father, son,
and holy spirit) that the language differed from all known ncigh-
bouring languages (Hebrew, Chaldean, Syriac, Arabic, Ethiopian,
Armenian, Samaritan), and tried to show from the Egyptian words
quoted in Genesis and in Horapollo that it must have been the
language of ancient Egypt. This was all level-hecaded enough.
Kircher was, however, disingenuous about his claim to originality
(see page 37). He was also unsound in his argument that Greek
was derived from Coptic, and immodest in that he had his book
prefaced with outspoken testimonials to his ability by quite such
an cxotic range of characters as a Maronite Archbishop, a Professor
of Arabic, two Professors of Hebrew, an Armenian, and a small
committec of Abyssinian priests.

Modesty was not, however, a part of his character. He was
grandiose in all things, and wrote voluminously on a voluminous
range of subjects, including Chinese, Universal Writing, and the
Art of How to Think. Almost none of his work is reliable.
Nevertheless, among his inaccuracies and his fantasies there is some
brilliance and enough learning to make it unjust to label him a
charlatan. He belongs rather to the category of the fashionable
academic. He became, in Rome at least, the accepted pundit on
matters Egyptian. When the Pamphilian obelisk was re-erected in
the Piazza Navona in 1651 by Innocent X it was he who was
entrusted with its publication. Later he was given the publication
of the Minervan obelisk, put up by Alexander VII in the Piazza
della Minerva in 1666/7.

The latter may stand as the crowning achievement not only of
Kircher himself but of the whole school of Hicroglyphic Wisdom.
The setting was designed by Bernini, and though he evidently had
Colonna’s woodcut in mind, everything is fresh and relevant. The
tone 1s sct by one of the inscriptions on the pedestal:

SAPIENTIS AEGYPTI
INSCULPTAS OBELISCO FIGURAS
AB ELEPHANTO
BELLUARUM FORTISSIMA
GESTARI QUISQUIS HIC VIDES
DOCUMENTUM INTELLIGE
ROBUSTAE MENTIS ESSE
SOLIDAM SAPIENTIAM SUSTINERE

The learning of Egypt
carved in figures on this obelisk
and carried by an clephant
the mightiest of beasts
may afford to those who look on it
an example



of how strength of mind
should support weight of wisdom

The words robustae mentis allude to Alexander VII's own robust-
ness of mind in overcoming the handicap of his weak health, and
also, as Iversen (1968, p. 99) has brilliantly observed, identify him
with the elephant through Mercier’s Latin translation of Horapollo
(11 84), where it is said that the robust man (robustus homo) who is
simultaneously prudent and sensitive is depicted by an elephant
withitssensitiveand practical trunk. The elephant’s attitude shows,
in Iversen’s words, ‘thatitis approaching the monument cautiously
and reverently in order to probe its way toward the Divine
Wisdom which it represents, and to scent and grasp the Divine
Truth’.

Kircher’s book on the Minervan obclisk opens with a fine array
of Latin epigrams on the monument composed by contemporaries.
One exclaims that the elephant is now a Master of Arts. Instead of
a howdah it carries Egyptian learning on its back, no longer just
the most prudent of beasts, as Cicero had called it, but the most
literate too. Another begins:

Monstra refert obelus : latitat sapientia monstris :
Bellua, quae molem gestat, et ipsa sapit. . . .

Here on the obelisk are shown

Strange beasts wherein strange wisdom lies:
Another beast bears up the stone,

And this beast too is just as wise.

while the shortest and neatest brings in a reference to the site in the
Piazza della Minerva:

Es prudens, elephas, Minerva prudens,
Foro quam bene praesidetis ambo!

Wise beast, wisc Goddess, a fit pair
To be joint guardians of the Square!

The purpose of Kircher’s bookisto interpret this obelisk wisdom.
He has no doubts of his own ability to do so, saying in the introduc-
tion “. . . the Sphinx has been killed, her riddles answered, and all
the secrets of the Hieroglyphic Art, its rules and methods and
principles are by the Influence and Grace of the Divine Spirit fully
comprehended by me.” To go through all his interpretations (even
though he gets tired of giving them half-way through, saying that
the meaning of the other two faces is much the same as that of the
first two) would be a long and painful procedure. It will be enough
to give what he says of a single cartouche. Cartouches, which are
generally found in pairs, are groups of hieroglyphs enclosed in an
oval outline. They give the name and titles of the Pharaoh con-
cerned, though this was not known at the time, and the matter
was therefore open to speculation. Kircher affirms that they were
sacrae tabulae of great value and mystery in summoning or placating
different Genii. His interpretation of one on the Minerva obelisk
(now known to be the name of the Pharaoh Psammetichus) runs:

The protection of Osiris against the violence of Typho must be
elicited according to the proper rites and ceremonies by sacrifices
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and by appeal to the tutelary Geni of'the triple world in order to
cnsure the enjoyment of the prosperity customarily given by the
Nile against the violence of the enemy Typho.
All this the priests, according to Kircher, understood at a glance.
Indeed more than this. For Kircher says that each inscription has
‘a quadruple sense, literal, tropical, allegorical, and analogical, to
express one and the same thing.’
He nowhere gives all four levels of meaning, buthe does attempt
two in a passing interpretation of the man-faced scarab on the
17, 18  Bembine Table.'? They will make clear, as nothing clse can, the
total lack of value, despite its high contemporary reputation, of
Kircher’s interpretative work. The only clement of his publica-
tions on Egypt, other than those concerned with the Coptic
language, which had any positive value, was his drawings of the
mscriptions. They were not all that accurate, but in some cases
they remained the only ones available even to the time of Cham-
16 pollion. An example is shown on the previous page.

32



Kircher’s extravagances were such that i due course they
stimulated opposition and produced their own antidote. They
can thus in a negative way be said to have assisted the birth of the
Age of Reason.'® But before this happened there had been two
notable moments of sanity in Egyptian studies.

The first of these came in 1605 with the publication of the
Bembine Table by Lorenzo Pignorio. Pignorio was a classical
scholar of sufficient reputation to have the offer of a post at Pisa
transmitted to him in person by Galileo; but he declined it, pre-
ferring to remain in his native city of Padua. The Bembine, or
Isiac Table, was, apart from the obelisks, the most famous Egyptian
artefact of the time. Found in Rome in the ruins of the Iseum in or
shortly before 1527, when it passed into the hands of Cardinal
Bembo, it was actually a bronze table-top made in Rome not
earlier than the middle of the first century AD as is evident from
the fact that it carries a cartouche of the emperor Claudius. It was
presumably made for use in the Iseum. The very accurate plate
used by Pignorio in his edition was engraved by Enea Vico in 1559.

Pignorio’s book was an iconographical commentary on the
large figures on the table, and he declines to comment on the small
hieroglyphs that accompany them (‘though with the exercise of
much imagination’, he says, ‘I could have invented for them
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19 Detail of the ‘tabula
Bembina’ from Vico's
copperplate as reproduced by
Pignorio
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explanations of little utility’). Strictly speaking, therefore, it falls
outside the scope of this book except as an instance of the small
importance attached at the time to the difference between the
hieroglyphic script proper and the representations of Egyptian
art. Neverthceless, Pignorio’s scepticism is relevant to us since it was
to introduce a new note into the discussion of Egypt. ‘I shall do
my best’, he writes, ‘to explain the pictures on the table by quoting
evidence from ancient authors and not by means of allegory. [ am
as firmly opposed as anybody can be to the extravagant and
generally irrelevant interpretations which Platonists, forgetting
what their master Plato said on the matter, introduce to buttress
their own insecure myths.” Pignorio is full of quotations from
ancient authors, Christian and pagan, particularly Juvenal, on the
absurdity of Egyptian superstitions, and approves the remark of
the Spanish archbishop Agustin that Horapollo and Clement are
about as uscless for our understanding of the hicroglyphs as the
few mutilated lines of Punic surviving in Plautus’ Poenulus are for
learning that language.’®

Pignorio had merely stated his position against the Neo-
platonists. A more positive blow against them was struck by
Isaac Casaubon in 1614. Taking exception to the doctrine that
the coming of Christ had been foretold by the Sibyls and by
Hermes Trismegistus (see page 22), and in particular to a recent
expression of it by Cardinal Baron, Casaubon scts out (i 10) to
demolish the credentials of the corpus Hermeticum. He wiclds in
turn the weapons of philosophic, stylistic, and historical analysis



to show that these tracts, far from being the most ancient heir-
looms of Egypt were composed in Greek and in the Christian era.
They contain Platonic concepts (Mind, Archetypal Form, the
Infinite, Demiurge) and Christian concepts (Son of God, Word,
Consubstantial); vocabulary items that arce elsewhere of late
appearance only (authentia, ‘authority’; hylotés, ‘materialness’;
ousiotés, ‘essentiality’); word-plays that are inevitably Greek
(thanatos/athanatos, ‘dcath’ and ‘immortal’; kosmos/kosmei ‘world’
and ‘arranges’); and references to specifically Greek institutions
(such as prytanies and athletic festivals), to say nothing of the
mention of a statue by Phidias. Moreover Galen and Plutarch,
who both show knowledge of Hermetic books, dismiss them as
of no validity. It is therefore clear, concludes Casaubon, that the
Hermetic treatises are Christian, or rather semi-Christian,
compositions fathered on the Egyptian god Thoth to lend them
importance. He adds that the practice of false attribution existed
in antiquity, and even in the early Church before the Council of
Rome; but that, however laudable its motives, it is a bad practice
since it 1s an injury to Truth to suppose that she 1s strengthened by
the support of Falsehood.

There could be no appeal against arguments as strong as these.
As a result, the doctrine of Egyptian Wisdom lost the only actual
exponent of that wisdom to which it had ever been able to point.

The next significant advance in the attempt to present an intel-
ligible picture of ancient Egypt was made in a work against
atheism by Edward Stillingfleete in 1662. Stillingfleete was then
Rector of Sutton, but he was to become Bishop of Worcester, a
power in the Church of England, and the first employer and patron
of the greatest of English classical scholars, Richard Bentley.

According to Stillingfleete onc of ‘the most popular pretences
of the Athcists of our Age has been the irreconcileableness of the

-account of Times in Scriptures, with that of the most learned and
ancient Heathen Nations’. He therefore devoted the first volume
of his book to the discrediting of all sccular history, including
Egyptian.

He began by arguing the general case. New colonies, he pointed
out, have ditficulty in getting subsistence, they tend to become
dictatorships, and they frequently have wars of rivalry with their
neighbouring states before they settle down. Learning 1s unlikely
to flourish in them. In particular they will probably not retain
much knowledge of their own origins — ‘all certain histories of
their former state must vanish and dwindle into some fabulous
stories’. At this stage the reader can be excused if he thinks that
Stillingfleete’s mind has been wandering. But not at all. For all
gentile socictices started as colonies, colonies established by Noah’s
children. It follows that no true historical knowledge can be
expected of them.

A further factor made it even more unlikely that these very
carly colonies should preserve knowledge of their history. This
was the lack of means of communication. Stillingfleete does not
pretend to know when writing was invented, but points out that
it came comparatively late to Greece, and may have been late
elsewhere. Speech is obviously impermanent, and oral tradition
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depends on memory, which is frail. This only leaves the use of
signs and symbols, and in ancient times the use of signs and
symbols, such as the Egyptian hieroglyphs, was indeed the chief
medium of written communication. But they are inevitably
obscure and ambiguous. Knowledge transmitted by their means
cannot be.reliable.

As for Egypt herself, there 1s no evidence for her possession of
ancient learning now that the Hermetic books have had ‘their
vanity and falsehood . . . sufficiently detected by learned men’.20
Nevertheless, there must have existed some sort of Egyptian
wisdom for it to have been mentioned in Acts vii 22, and I Kings
iv 29-31. So what could it have been? Medicine, geography,
astronomy, and geometry are mentioned by different ancient
authors. The last of these would naturally have been in demand for
re-surveying land boundaries after the annual floods. Even so the
standard of geometry could not have been very high. For it is clear
from Euchid (1 47) that Pythagoras did not lcarn his proposition
from the Egyptians, despite the twenty-two years he spent in
Egypt.

Nor can their ‘Hieroglyphical and Mystical Learning’ have
been very advanced,. to judge from the inscription at Diospolis
recorded by Clement and ‘so much spoken of by the Ancients’.
Its meaning, ‘God hates Impudence’, 1s no more than ‘an ordinary
and trivial observation’. If this sort of thing 1s what the celebrated
wisdom of Egypt amounted to, then ‘all these hieroglyphics put
together will make but one good one, and that will stand for
labour lost’.

A splendidly scornful remark to dismiss nearly two centuries of
ncoplatonist fancy. But Stillingflecte concluded on a more positive
note. Egypt’s wisdom must have been Political and Civil. Her
laws were highly spoken of by Diodorus and Strabo, and bor-
rowed by Solon and Lycurgus. Pharaoh’s counsellors are referred
to as ‘wise’ in the Scriptures. And the facts would seem to bear out
this opinion for, as a state, Egypt enjoyed a particularly long and
peaceful history.

Stillingfleete’s views — a gust of fresh air and commonsense —
were to be taken up and extended by Warburton. But Warburton
deployed a wider range of evidence than was available to Stilling-
fleete, and before we can come to him we must first see how it was
discovered.

The rediscovery of Coptic

36

Egypt, O Egypt, all that will remain of your religion willbe words
carved on stone to record your piety and stories that not even your
posterity will believe. Scyths or Indians or such barbarians will
inhabit the land of Egypt. Deity returns to heaven, leaving Man
to die, and Egypt will become a wilderness empty of men and gods
alike. And you, too, O most sacred river Nile, I tell you of what is
to come. Inundated with blood you will burst your banks. Blood
will pollute, nay desecrate, your divine water. There will be more
tombs than living men. The few who survive will be recognized
as Egyptian by their speech alone. In all their acts they will be as
foreigners.



So the author of a Hermetic tract (Asclepius 24). He was treading
the beaten path of apocalyptic cliché, as Festugicre shows (ed.
Bud¢ 11 374), not being wise after the event. Indeed his last threat
1s an understatement. For though the ancient Egyptian language
survived into Christian times and became the official language of
the Egyptian Church, after the Arab conquest it began to lose
ground to Arabic, and by the time of the European Renaissance it
was dying fast. In 1677 Vansleb claimed to have met the last sur-
viving speaker of the language in a village in Upper Egypt. The
claim was premature, but only shightly. As a spoken language
Coptic was soon to die out.

The memory of it was, however, rescued in Europe just in time.
There were occasional people in Rome who were aware of its
existence. For instance (according to Quatremére, 1808, 45 ff),
Lconard Abela, a Maltese who became Bishop of Sidon and died in
Rome in 1605, could speak it. In 1610 a ten-language Polyglot
Bible, to include Coptic, was planned in Rome, but never
executed.

The two earliest European collectors of Coptic manuscripts
were the Italian traveller Pietro della Valle, who went himself to
the Middle East and who brought back as well as Coptic manu-
scripts the first copy of a cunciform inscription (see page 86), and
a Frenchman, Peiresc, who sent an agent, Theophilus Minuti, to
the Middle East in 1629 to hunt for manuscripts and other anti-
quities and purchase them on his behalf. Minuti returned in 1630
with a hoard of one Samaritan, two Syriac, several Arabic manu-
scripts, as well as Coptic ones, coins, and two mummies. To work
on the Coptic material Peiresc first engaged Samuel Petit. He was
not a great success (for his ‘decipherment’ of the Palmyra scriptin
1632 sce page 95). Peiresc then turned to Salmasius, a sound
scholar of considerable repute, and to assist him tried to borrow
the manuscript of a Coptic-Arabic lexicon from Pietro della Valle.
But Pictro would not part with 1t, cither because he did not want
to run the risk of sending it to France or because he was reluctant
to have 1t published by a scholar who was a Protestant, which
Salmasius was. However, he was in need of somebody to work on
the manuscript, and Peiresc suggested to him the name of Kircher,
whom Peiresc had met and who was then in Rome. To the great
disappointment of Salmasius (Epist. i 83) della Valle took up this
suggestion and so gave Kircher the opportunity that was to lead
him to his fantastic career in Egyptology.

Kircher published his Prodromus Coptus sive Aegyptiacus (‘Intro-
duction to Coptic, or Egyptian’) in 1636 and Lingua Acgyptiaca
Restituta (‘The Egyptian Language Restored’) in 164 3. These works
were enthusiastically received at the time, and, though it was not
long before numerous faults were found in them, he has generally
been given credit for having played the major part in founding
Coptic scholarship. But it now seems somewhat doubtful if he
deserves this. Not only had the potential importance of Coptic
been previously recognized by Pictro della Valle, Peiresc, and
Salmasius, but Thomas Obicini, the scholar to whom Pietro had
originally entrusted the study of his Coptic material, isnow known
to have made much greater progress than had previously been
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thought, owing to the discovery, made in 1938, of Obicini’s
manuscript notes in the Vatican Library (van Lantschoot, 1948).

The credit for the rescuc of Coptic 1s therefore to be shared, but
the important thing is that it was rescued. Its inclusion in books of
more general appeal, such as Chamberlayne’s edition of the Lord’s
Prayer in 152 different languages in 1715 brought the existence of
Coptic to the notice of a much wider public, and Coptic studics
made steady progress during the eighteenth century, one of the
landmarks being the printing of Lacroze’s Dictionary in Oxford
mn 177s.

Almost all the Coptic manuscripts recovered from Egypt were
ecclesiastical — liturgies, biblical translations, lives of martyrs. The
content was therefore of little direct value for illuminating ancient
Egypt. Even so, there are occasional glim pses, such as the following
from a sermon in a MS. n the Borgia collection noticed by
Zoéga (1810, p. 455),

Woeto him who puts his hand to his mouth and worships saying
‘Hail PRE, Victory to thee, POOH!.” What are the crocodiles, and
all the water-creatures you adore? Where 1s Kronos, also called
PETBE, who chained his parents and castrated his father? Where
1s Hephaistos, also called PTAH?

Zoéga missed the point of the last phrase, translating it ‘Hephaistos
the butler’, and it was only Champollion who realized that here
was the name of the ancient Egyptian god, Ptah. Champollion
managed too, as we shall see, to extract a large amount of infor-



mation about ancient Egyptian place-names and personal names
from the Coptic manuscripts.

However, the primary importance of Coptic for the under-
standing of ancient Egypt was linguistic. Without it Champol-
lion’s decipherment would certainly not have taken place as it did.
Indeed it is possible, perhaps probable, that ancient Egyptian
would have remained permanently obscure.

Coptic scholarship was to prove indispensable for the ultimate
decipherment of the hieroglyphs, but this was not foreseen in the
seventeenth or cightcenth centuries. Nobody then believed that
it could be more than an aid towards their interpretation; for the
hieroglyphs were not thought to be a record of language, or even
to operate on linguistic principles at all, but to go straight to the
heart of rcality.

The question was how. We have seen the attempts to provide
an answer by following up clues given by Greck and Roman
writers. But there was another resource: comparative cvidence
from other writing systems might be brought to bear on the
problem. Two of these were thought relevant, namely, Mexican?!
and Chinesc. Unfortunately the principles of the former had been
lost and the principles of the latter had not as yet been described.
But there were at least reports from the Jesuit missionaries in
China of the general nature of Chinese writing. Joseph d’Acosta
(1590) had stressed its complexity and the dithculty of writing
foreign proper names in it because of its non-phonetic nature.
Fuller information came from Trigault (1615). The language
itself was monosyllabic, briefer and less ambiguous than ours, and
therefore nearer to being truly philosophic. The writing system
was, however, independent of it and intelligible to those who
spoke other languages. The characters, though different in appear-
ance, were similar in function to the Egyptian hicroglyphics, and
represented things or ideas, not letters of words. There were some
seventy or cighty thousand of them.

What caught the imagination of the scventeenth century was
the hint of universal intelligibility. Could not Europe too have a
writing system that would be understood by everybody, what-
cver language they spoke? The want was stated by Bacon, and a
number of attempts were made to supply it.22 The most important
was that of John Wilkins (Dean of Ripon, later to become Bishop
of Chester), An Essay towards a Real Character and a Philosophical
Language (1668). The book had been commissioned by the Royal
Socicety and, to judge from its Dedication, Wilkins had high hopes
of its utility. It was to serve as a remedy against the Confusion of
Tongucs and to assist Commerce, Science, the spread of true
Religion, and the cure of religious quarrels, ‘by unmasking many
wild errors that shelter themselves under the disguise of affected
phrases’.

After two chapters on the history of languages and their ten-
dency to multiply, Wilkins turned to the history of writing. He
attributed a Hebrew origin to the alphabet, rightly using the order
of letters in derived alphabets as an argument for diffusion. But
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the alphabet, he said, was not the only possible method of writing.
‘Besides this common way of writing by the ordinary Letters, the
Ancients have sometimes used to communicate by other Notes,
which were cither for Secrecy or Brevity.” Into the latter category
came shorthand, ancient and modern: into the former the Egyp-
tian hreroglyphics ‘as they are commonly esteemed’. But he
expressed some hesitation as to whether they really were intended
to conceal mysteries from the vulgar people, and a strong scepti-
cism in any case as to their profundity. ‘“There is reason to doubt
whether there be anything in them worth the enquiry, the dis-
coveries that have hitherto been made out of them being very few
and insignificant. They seem to be but a slight, imperfect inven-
tion, sutable [sic] to those first and ruder Ages: much the same
nature with that of the Mexican way of writing by Picture. . .
Precisely Stillingfleete’s views.

Wilkins had higher hopes of the Chinese script — at leastif it was,
as commonly supposed, a single form of writing read by all the
inhabitants of the country despite language differences. Neverthe-
less, Chinese was reported to be ditficult to learn, which was also
the trouble with Latin (pp. 450, 453). In fact no existing language or
writing system approached the ideal; it was therefore necessary
to invent one.

The first and basic requirement was ‘a regular enumeration and
description of all those things and notions to which names are to
be assigned’, arranged in a descending order from the general to
the particular. (Users of Roget’s Thesaurus — a descendant of
Wilkins® book, though composed on somewhat different criteria —
will be able to form an approximate idea of what the resulting
scheme looked like.) Each major concept (e.g. MEASURE) was
differentiated into a limited number of aspects (e.g. NUMBER,
SIZE, WEIGHT, STRENGTH, DURATION), and each of
these taken separately was further speciated (e.g. DURATION
into year, summer, winter, month, 24-hour day, daytime, morning,
hour). Three ciphers will therefore be all that 1s needed to reach
any of these specific concepts. It remains to find a convenient
notation for them. Thus:

INTEGRALS Forty in all. A bold line with a distinctive
variation in the middle. e.g.:
—— STONE —e— DISEASE

DIFFERENCES limited to nine for cach integral. Marked by a
scmaphore-like system operated at the left hand
of each integral line. The third differentiation of
stone is precious stonc; of disease, tumour. So
~— PRECIOUS STONE ~—— TUMOUR

SPECIES the same, but on the right hand of each integral
line. The fifth speciation of precious stone is
turquoisc; of tumour, wart. So
—— turquoise  ~6— wart

Naturally the user of the system must refer to the book for the
representations of the integrals and the manner in which they are
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express all the major notions of human thought in any of the three  version of the Lord’s Prayer in

major grammatical guises — noun, verb, or adjective. characters representing the
But there still remain grammatical particles. These follow a  Sounds as pronounced

separate system, which I shall not attempt to set out in detail. In a

running text they arce used concurrently with the signs for the

major notions, and are placed in between them wherever needed;

for what they express is the interrelationship of the major notions.

The illustration at the top of the page shows what the result looks

like. The key 1s as follows, the major notions being in italics: 212

1. our parent who art in heaven, thy name be hallowed, thy king-
dom come, thy will be done, so in earth

2. asin heaven, give us on this day our bread expedient and forgive
us our trespasses as we forgive

3. them who trespass against us, and lead us not into temptation,
but deliver us from evil, for the kingdom and the power

4. and the glory is thine for-ever-and-ever, a m e n so be it.

Notice how he cannot cope with ‘amen’. Thisis a foreign word,
and cannot be expressed except with the help of a phonetic
notation. So Wilkins needs yet another system. Interestingly, he
does not choose an alphabet, but a rationalized syllabary after the
model of the Ambharic (Ethiopian) syllabary published by Kircher.
He employs thirty-one consonant-signs and six vowels. The con-
sonants are systematized as far as possible — for example voiced and
unvoiced are made upside down to cach other:

c / g7
f v
T d ] etc

and the vowel-signs are attached to the part of the consonant-sign
appropriate to the vowel sound it 1s desired to express. How the
system works can be seen in the illustration below. 21b
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Wilkins was optimistic enough to hope that onc day his Real
Characters might develop from script to language, there being in
his view no necessary reason why writing should come later than
speech. Historically it may have always done so, but the opposite
way, he thinks, would in this case be easier. “To proceed from the
Language to the Character would require the learning of both’,
whereas by proceeding in the other direction it would be possible
to take the stages onc at a time. For the Real Character could be
used while retaining one’s own language.

Needless to say Wilkins’ writing systems have not conquered
the world. Whether this is because they were too complicated, as
Horne Tooke thought, or too systematic and therefore more
suited for computers than for people is not here our concern. What
does concern us is how far the attempt to construct them contri-
buted to progress in understanding ancient scripts. Surprisingly,
it would appear that the answer is a great deal. It clarified many
things that might otherwise not have become clear. The most
striking of these was the difficulty, if not the impossibility, of
writing proper names, foreign proper names in particular, in an
1deographic script. It was this point that was to become central in
the early decipherments, and in Champollion’s iitial decipher-
ment of the hieroglyphs. Another possible contribution was
Wilkins” adoption of a syllabary and the use of a grid system for
displaying it on the printed page. This must have had a uscful
etfect in making it easier to think about the nature of syllabic
scripts. He also provided the original hints for some ingenious but
false theories. For instance, the theory of language development
entertained by Champollion’s tutor, Sacy (see page 65) has for its
main point of departure the probable inability of ideographic
scripts to express the smaller parts of spcech — for which Wilkins
had found he needed a wholly separate system. Champollion him-
self entertained the hypothesis that the way the hieroglyphs might
work was by classifying concepts into genus and species — in the
same sort of way therefore as Wilkins’ Real Character. Even
Wilkins” mistakes may have contributed something. He was not
able (as a glance at I1l. 212 will show) to escape from the order of
1deas of his own language, even though this was one of the points
on which he had criticized his predecessors. This was to highlight
one of the main theoretical problems of an idcographic script. It
was from consideration of this problem that Zoéga was to argue
that the order of hieroglyphs in a hicroglyphic text must be
linguistically determined, a conclusion which was to have a
conscious cffect on Champollion.

In short, Wilkins’ scheme, except in so far as it had a share in the
ancestry of modern symbolic logic and of Roget’s Thesaurus, was
a failure as a practical project. But viewed in the light of what is
nowadays called a ‘model’ or a ‘game’, it made a useful, perhaps
cven a necessary, contribution to progress.



Chapter Two

The Eighteenth Century

New facts and new theory

During the eighteenth century new cevidence from Egypt came to
be discovered, acquired by European collectors, and published on
an increasing scale; in particular specimens of non-hieroglyphic
Egyptian writing were found and recognized for the first time.
By the same token, the mysteries and fantasies of the Kircher-type
interpretation of ancient Egypt became progressively out of tune
with the intellectual atmosphere of the age. A new synthesis was
neceded and the person who did more than anyone clse to provide
it was William Warburton.

These are, respectively, the new facts and the new theory of the
section heading.

The story begins just before the century opened. In 1692 a long
band of material from a mummy burial was unwrapped in the
presence of M. de Maillet, the French Consul in Cairo.! It carried
figures drawn in the ancient Egyptian style which were accom-
panied by an ink-written text in a hitherto unknown sort of
writing. It was cut up, presumably at the time of unwrapping,
into seven or cight pieces, and sent to France. One of the pieces
came to the notice of Jean-Picrre Rigord, a collector of antiquities,
who discussed the find in the Mémoires de Trévoux of June 1704.

Rigord’s article was illustrated with plates of an ordinary hicro-
glyphic inscription, a specimen of the mummy text, and another
stone inscription from Egypt from his collection. With the aid of
the passage about Egyptian writing in Clement, he identified the
first as ‘symbolical hieroglyphic’, the second as either ‘hieratic” or
as ‘cyriological hieroglyphic’, and the third as ‘epistolographic’.
He thought that this last one, written from right to left, was prob-
ably Phoenician." The script was said to have been in public use,
and Phoenician might have conie in as a mercantile language with
the Shepherd Kings. The divergence of the language from Hebrew
(the original tonguc of mankind) had obviously reached the point
of unintelligibility in Joseph’s day for an interpreter to have been
considered necessary between him and his brothers, and Jerome
had said that Phoenician was half-way between Hcebrew and
Egyptian. Finally, Rigord suggested that the language might have
been the same as Punic. In any case he dismissed the last form of
Egyptian writing, Coptic, as irrelevant: it was purely Greek and
must post-date Alexander, or at least Psammetichus (¢. 700 8¢). It
was perhaps Psammetichus, he thought, who introduced the
Coptic language into Egypt.



The Egyptian Hierogly phs

@ W)Y |
ANV YA
A

A XSO
N TSI PPN SR

—_— il S

Ph Sy 5 AL
4 77‘7!’1(6\(/*\‘%// Yv44x

\(.Zdé-ala trivm snciarum

Yy e gy,
AINGAYIAYYIASUTG A WZ;X '

¥+ 2 3

AL D STAT A XWE A A VY AGR
/4\5/\/\‘7’%,% XL ans Aﬁyq;v,\qxu/\d Vavy ke
RO AL f 4 S

Ve

ANAAYAYY AY B )X K 4%
Ay §ayn aAvKG Anly aqa

= e o el

22 Early publications of a
funerary stele bearing non-
hieroglyphic writing from
Egypt. a, by Rigord (1704),
who thought the script to be
Punic, which he identitied
with cpistolographic; b, by
Monttaucon (1724), who
thought it to be in the same
Egyptian cursive script as the
others, which he identified
with Herodotus’ ‘public’
script’ ¢, by Caylus (1752),
with a commentary by the
Abb¢ Barthélemy, who
thought it to be in the
‘vulgar’ seript, similar to
inscriptions found on Sinai.
It is in fact Aramaic (v. note 1)
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The article? is unpretentious and even muddled. Witness the
apparent confusion between the Coptic script and the Coptic
language. Nevertheless, it contained two new ideas of great
importance.? The first was that hieroglyphic was nota secret script
at all but the opposite, a public one for use on public monuments,
devised for the benefit of those who were illiterate and unable to
read the (Hebrew-derived) alphabetic script. The temple-
entrance inscription in Clement, which Rigord realized to be the
same as that presented without a translation in our manuscripts of
Plutarch, was given by him a totally non-mystical interpretation:
n the context, ‘God hates Impudence’, could only mean ‘one must
approach a Temple with the reverence duc to the presence of God'.
Rigord’s sccond novel suggestion, which was to remain dormant
until Champollion, was that the meaning of ‘first clements’ (préta
stoicheia), referred to by Clement as being used to express words
in ‘cyriological hieroglyphic’, must be alphabetic letters.
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The totality of non-hicroglyphic inscriptions known were col-
lected and published by Bernard de Montfaucon, a classical scholar
who had travelled extensively in Italy in his younger days but who
since 1701 had been living and working at the monastery of St
Germain-des-Prés. They occupy two large plates (Il 11 140; supp.
vol. Il 54) in his L’ Antiquité expliquée, an encyclopedia of ancient
life and religion in ten folio volumes containing over 1,100 full-
page illustrations — scarcely a large proportion. Nor was the
quality good; the engraving of the ‘tabula Rigordana’ in the
second of the two plates 1s a particularly clear example of how
badly an eighteenth-century author could be served by his illus-
trator. Montfaucon himself s fully aware that this is a scene of
Anubis laying out the dead, but who would guess it from the plate?

Montfaucon does not discuss the texts at great length. He points
out that the writing is proved to be Egyptian by the totally Egyp-
tian character of the accompanying drawings, and takes them as

The Eighteenth Century

23 Early publications of
sections of texts in
non-hicroglyphic Egyptian
writing from Egyptian
graves. a, by Rigord (1704),
who thought it to be part of
a book of theological
consolations written in the
priestly, or sacred, script; b,
by Montfaucon (1724), who
thought it to be in the same
script as that on the steles ¢,
by Caylus and Barthélemy,
who thought this same text
to be a specimen ot the
‘sacred’ script as opposed

to the ‘public’ or ‘vulgar’
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examples of Herodotus’ ‘public’ script. He then goes on to con-
sider the question of Coptic. Coptic as a language, he says, 1s now
almost extinct except in some corners of Upper Egypt, but it is
what the ancient Egyptians spoke. The Coptic script is the Egyp-
tian language written in Greek characters supplemented with some
eight extra characters taken from Egyptian to meet the specific
needs of the language. The reason for its creation, Montfaucon
thought, was the spread of Greek influence and literacy after
Alexander’s conquest. Finally he expresses the hope that the
publication of the new texts will allow these extra characters of the
Coptic script to be identified in cursive Egyptian, and that thereby,
or with the aid of a Greek-Egyptian bilingual whose discovery
one day is not to be despaired of, the script may be deciphered.
Such a decipherment would be made casier by the fact that
because of Coptic the language was alrcady partly known. It
should also prove rewarding. For since Egypt was the school-
master of Greece, as Greece was of Rome, and since Egyptian
buildings, and the Egyptians’ ability to move vast weights attest
an able technology, there should be considerable interest and
profit in reading their literature, once more of it becomes available.

Montfaucon’s calm and level-hcaded appraisal of the possi-
bilities and purposes of Egyptian rescarch could not have been
more distant from the erratic imaginings of Kircher. Yet from the
philosophical standpoint, to answer the question where Egypt
stood in human history, there was still nothing to replace Kircher
and the Neoplatonists. True, the ideas so confidently alleged by
them to be Egyptian must have aroused scepticism or embarrass-
ment in any participating member of the Age of Reason. Witness
for instance the half-hearted way in which Alexander Pope
accepted but for all serious purposes ignored the belief that Homer
and Hesiod received their wisdom ‘through Egyptian strainers’.
But there was no alternative; no intellectually respectable way of
denying the major propositions of Egyptomania had yet been put
forward.

24 This was to be the contribution of William Warburton, the
future Bishop of Gloucester, whom Champollion (Précs 371)
described as the first sensible man to have tackled the subject.

Champollion’s evaluation is not the one which would occur to
anyone who, picking up Warburton’s book, let his eye stay at the
title-page. Its title 1s The Divine Legation of Moses demonstrated on
the principles of a Religious Deist, from the Omission of a Future State
of Reward and Punishment in the Jewish Dispensation. This might well
appear the strangest and most difficult of all possible ways of
proving the divine nature of Moses” mission. But not at all;
according to Warburton it is entirely straightforward. For ‘it 1s
clear that to inculcate the doctrine of a future state of rewards and
punishments is necessary to the well-being of society’. It follows
from this that ‘whatever Religion or Society have no future state
for their support, must be supported by an extraordinary Provi-
dence’. Jewish religion and society having no such state for its
support, it must therefore be supported by an extraordinary
Providence, and the Law of Moses must accordingly be of divine
origin. Q.E.D.
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Warburton suggests that this would indeed be sclf-evident if it
were not for men’s passion for paradox. As it is, he will have to go
morc deeply into the demonstration.

He does so. The Divine Legation is divided into nine books, and
even so was unfinished. Egypt is dealt with in the fourth, where
the ostensible purpose was to defend the antiquity of Egypt against
Sir Isaac Newton. In a book on the chronology of the world, pub-
lished in 1728, Newton, employing a mixture of sophisticated
mathematical arguments and naive mythological assumptions,
had rcached dates such as Dacdalus’ invention of carpentry in
989 B¢, the Pyramids of Gizeh built respectively in 838, 824 and
808 BC.* Newton’s chronology, though absurd, continued to
have adherents down to Champollion’s time, so doubtless War-
burton was justified in taking it scriously. But his main purpose
clearly extended beyond this negative one. He wished to establish
a cohcerent account of human history as a whole, and this could 24 Willlam Warburton,
hardly be done without full consideration being given to Egypt’s 10981779
place in it.

The importance of Egypt lay of course in her contribution to
learning. According to Warburton, Egypt’s learning must have
consisted largely of a traditional body of detached tencts, moral
and scientific, without regard to system (for instance Pythagoras,
despite his twenty-two yearsin Egypt, had to evolve his theory on
the square of the hypotenuse after his return to Samos — a point
made by Stillingfleete, see page 36), or the cult of controversy;
it was not eristic according to Clement (vii ad init.), but could be
advanced (for instance the doctrine that the earth went round the
sun, thought by Newton to be Egyptian). But the chief thing it
consisted in was ‘legislation and civil polity’. In particular what
was invented in Egypt was the ‘double doctrine’.

The existence of this ‘double doctrine’ is a major theme of
Warburton’s book. What he mcans by 1t 1s that all ancient philo-
sophers and philosophical sects that concerned themselves with
morals, politics, legislation, and such matters (therefore not the
lonians or the Epicureans) promulgated publicly the belief in
future rewards and punishments since they thought that such a
belief was politically uscful or even necessary, but that they them-
selves rejected it as being untrue.

To prove this strange proposition Warburton assembles a mas-

sive and impressive array of quotations, not only from what he
calls the ‘grand quaternion’ of theistic philosophy — Pythagorean,
Platonic, Peripatetic, Stoic — but also from individuals like Cicero,
whose letters and occasional remarks in speeches show that he
personally thought of death as the end of fecling despite what he
says in his public works devoted to the subject.

In Warburton’s opinion, two tenets of ancient theistic philo-
sophy explained why it was impossible for serious thinkers to
believe in a future state of reward or punishment. The first was
that God cannot be angry. Warburton shows how universal was
the agreement on this point among ancient philosophers, and how
it was singled out for attack by carly Christian Fathers, especially
Lactantius, who devoted a treatise, highly praised by Jerome, to
this one point (de ira Dei) establishing that if you take away either
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anger or its opposite (gratia) from your concept of God there can
be no religion. The other tenet was that soul 1s a substance. It was
therefore not created nor could it be destroyed. On death one’s
portion of soul rejoined the universal stock, just as one’s portion of
body returned to its material elements. There could thercfore be
no individual reward or punishment for it.

The ‘double doctrine’ clearly came to Greece from Egypt. For
who brought the ‘scattered tribes’ of Greece into the condition of
‘aivil society’? Orpheus, and others of his time. Where does
tradition say they were educated? Egypt. And what particular
institutions did they found? The Mysteries. And we know that
the Mysteries came from Egypt, and that they taught about
future life. Yet the flow of the tradition was not wholly unruffled.
There came an age, the age of the tyrants, when speculation on
political and moral matters became unsafe. The philosophers of
the time, Thales and others, consequently took from Egypt only
its physical and mathematical knowledge. They had no need for
the ‘double doctrine’. This was, however, to return later with men
like Plato when liberty had been regained and legislation and
morality had become once again a concern of philosophy.

In short, legislation and political skill was the particular forte of
ancient Egypt. This 1s confirmed by the practical success of the
Egyptian state in maintaining its power and stability for so long
(Stillingfleete again, see page 36). It is also confirmed by Hor-
apollo. The reader may gasp to hear such a witness called on behalf
of such a cause. But Warburton finds no difficulty in leading his
man where he wants. For 1s it not evident that all Horapollo’s
hieroglyphic interpretations ‘relate to civil life, and are altogether
unfit for the abstruse speculations of philosophy and theology’?

This brings us to Warburton’s theory of the hieroglyphics and
of writing in gencral.

Men communicated first by sounds, then, to ‘perpetuate their
conceptions’ or ‘to communicate them at a distance’, by figures.
The first and most obvious way to try to do this is by pictures.
Attempts in this line are universal, but were developed to the
furthest extent by the Mexicans.

But ‘the inconvenience attending the too great bulk of the
volume in writings of this kind would soon set the more ingenious
and better civilized people upon contriving methods to abridge
their characters’. Hence what was in the Mexican stage ‘a simple
painting’ became in Egypt ‘a pictured character’. The abridgement
was of three kinds:

1. Curiological Hieroglyphic by putting an important part for
the whole, as a scaling-ladder to mean a siege.

2. Tropical Hieroglyphic by putting the instrument of the thing
for the thing itself, as an eye to mean divine omniscience.

3. Symbolic Hieroglyphic by using ‘any quaint resemblance or
analogy’ collected from the observation of nature or traditional
superstition, as the two eyes of a crocodile to mean the sunrise,
or a black pigeon to mean a widow who does not re-marry.

Egyptian hieroglyphic therefore came about in the normal course



of human progress. It was ‘the second mode of invention for
recording men’s actions and conceptions; not, as has been hitherto
thought, a devise of choice for secrecy, but an expedient of
necessity, for popular use.” This was Rigord’s view (see page 44).

Even so ‘the scantiness of hieroglyphic characters’ led to
obscurity, and the number of straightforward pictures still re-
tained made the script cumbersome. So there was a third change
in the history of hieroglyphic writing, of which Chinese is the most
famous example. We know from ‘the concurrent testimony of
the best writers on the arts and manners of this famous people’ that
their present method of writing by arbitrary signs ‘was deduced,
through an earlier hicroglyphic, from the first simple way of
painting the human conceptions’.

These three stages of Warburton’s history of the hieroglyphic
class of writing can be presented schematically thus:

METHOD EXAMPLE DESCRIPTION

by representation Mexican pictures

by analogy or Egyptian pictures and

symbol ‘contrasted and
arbitrarily
instituted marks’>

by arbitrary Chinese marks only, but

Institution ‘increased to a
prodigious
number’

Summing up this section of his exposition, Warburton writes,
‘Thus we have brought down the general history of writing, by a
gradual and easy descent, from a FIGURE to a LETTER; for Chinese
marks, which participate of Egyptian hieroglyphs on the one
hand, and of alphabetic letters on the other . . . are on the very
border of letters; an alphabet invented to express sounds instead of
things, being only a compendium of that large volume of arbitrary
marks.’

On this point, cardinal to his theory, Warburton was to receive
a confirmation of his views that must have been as gratif ying as it
was apparently decisive. In preparing the publication of the non-
hieroglyphic Egyptian texts in the collection of the Comte de
Caylus, the Abb¢ Barthélemy, who had read Warburton, made
the experiment of looking for letters that might have been taken
over from the hieroglyphs. And he found them — just as he should
have done on Warburton’s hypothesis. In the next (1765) edition
of his book Warburton included Barthélemy’s table of the signs
so found.

But Warburton is not yet finished. There are many things left
to explain. One is how the hieroglyphs, ‘the simplest and plainest
means of instruction’, were converted into ‘one of the most
artificial and abstruse’.

That originally the hieroglyphics were employed ‘to record
openly and plainly laws, policies, public morals, and history, and,
in a word, all kinds of civil matters’ is the most natural conclusion
to be drawn from several lines of evidence. The most reliable
ancient authors, Diodorus, Strabo, Tacitus, say of the obelisk
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inscriptions that they recorded the achievements of ancient kings.
Hermapion’s surviving translation of an obelisk inscription is a
panegyric on Rameses and a history of his conquests. Horapollo’s
interpretations all refer to civil life. The Sais temple-cntrance
mscription ‘God hates Impudence’ was rightly ridiculed by
Stillingfieete 1f it was intended as a piece of recondite wisdom: but
taken simply ‘as a very plain and important truth to be read and
understood by the people’, as a sort of public notice in fact, it was
perfectly appropriate to its position.

As time passed, however, the script became more recondite.
The ‘method of contriving tropical hieroglyphs, by similar
properties, would of itself produce refinement and nice enquiry
into the hidden and more abstruse qualities of things.” This process
of research, assisted perhaps by a more theologically inclined
temper, introduced ‘a new species of zoographic writing, called
by the ancients SYMBOLIC, and employed for SECRECY;
which the high speculations conveyed in it required; and for
which it was well fitted by the aenigmatic quaintness of its repre-
sentations.” Tropical symbols operated by means of the less well-
known properties of things. For instance a cat could indicate the
moon because, as Plutarch tells us, its pupil dilates and contracts
with the waxings and wanings of the moon. Enigmatic symbols
operated by associations that were not obvious, such as a scarab
beetle with a round ball in its claws for the sun.

The script thus became ‘at length and by insensible degrees’
very different from its plain beginnings. The Greeks realized this
difference to the extent that they distinguished the terms ‘hiero-
glyphic’ and ‘symbolic’. But they assumed that both were secret
writing. This was an error, and it has ‘involved the whole history
of hieroglyphic writing in infinite confusion’.

Thesame process eventually led to alphabetic writing. This was
mvented by the secretary of an Egyptian king (for that is what the
ancient traditions about Thoth must imply). The reason was the
need for clarity in administration: hieroglyphic instructions must
have tended towards the obscure or the ambiguous. It is not the
case, says Warburton, predictably rowing against the stream of all
ancient and modern opinion, that the invention of the alphabet
would have been difficult. All it needed was the realization that
selected arbitrary marks could be combined on paper just as the
basic elements of human speech are combined in sound. A reper-
tory of arbitrary marks was already to hand in existing hicro-
glyphic writing.®

The administration having invented alphabetic writing, it 1s
reasonable to suppose that they kept it to themsclves for as long as
they could as a secret cipher. But the secret must have leaked out,
and this before the time of Herodotus, because Herodotus calls
the non-hieroglyphic form of writing ‘public’. But possibly it did
not happen long before, as Herodotus does not mention the
sacerdotal script; nor does Diodorus. The inference is that it was
not invented or not known. But it is mentioned by Clement, who
makes 1t clear that it was alphabetic ‘by the first elements of
words’.” The only conclusion which fits all this evidence 1s that
the sacerdotal script was the last form of Egyptian writing, and



that it was invented for the use of the priests to replace the original
alphabetic writing when it had ceased to be a secret and become
public.

Having completed his history of writing, Warburton turns to
the history of language. For writing and language run parallel
courses and can shed light on onc another. The main difference is
that we know the origin of language from Scripture — the dircct
instruction of Adam by God. Otherwise the account normally
found in Greek and Roman writers, says Warburton, of a gradual
growth from animal noises would have been plausible enough.
Even so the language as taught to Adam could only have been a
start. “We cannot reasonably suppose it to be any other than what
served his present usc: after this he was able to improve and
enlarge it, as his future occasions should require: consequently the
first language must needs be very poor and narrow.’

Divine intervention thus obscured the parallelism in the initial
stages, but thereafter the growth of language, writing, and even
literary style, was concurrent. Warburton’s description of their
growth can be most conveniently plotted by means of a table,
provided we bear in mind that a table is bound to make his dis-
tinctions look more hard-and-fast than he intended.

WRITING LANGUAGE STYLE
1| picturcs signs and gestures | plconasm
2 curiological
roper
prope . fable metaphor
hieroglyphic
tropical

3 tropical | parable

symbolic wit

hicroglyphic

cnigmatical | riddle

When language was ‘rude, narrow, and equivocal’ it had to be
helped out by signs. For instance we are told that North American
Indians speak by gesture as much as by voice. But what arose from
necessity passed, as often happens, into ornament, and lasted long
after the necessity was over. Thus the Delphic Apollo, according
to Heracleitus, ‘neither speaks nor keeps silent, but reveals himself
by signs’. In the Old Testament we rcad of Isaiah being ordered to
gonaked for three years, of Jeremiah hiding the linen girdle, and of
God giving instructions by sign to Abraham in regard to the
sacrifice of Isaac. It is similar in the sphere of style. Pleonasm is
frequent in carly language, and particularly in Hcebrew, ‘the
scantiest of all the learned languages of the East’. For ‘when the
spcaker’s phrase comes not up to his ideas, he naturally endeavours
to explain himself by a repetition of the thought in other words.’

Fables, for instance the speech of Jotham (Judges ix, 7) and the
thistle that presumed an equality with the cedar (Il Kings xiv 9),
were necessary when ‘language was yet too narrow, and the minds
of men too undisciplined, to support . . . abstract reasoning’.
Fables that became popular were distilled into proverbs. In the
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25 Comte de Caylus,
1692-1765§
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field of style ‘rusticity of conceptions’ and the inability to express
abstract 1deas except in a material image lcads to frequency of
metaphor.

Parables are intentionally arcane and mysterious (see Ezekiel xx
49; Luke viii 10), and riddles still more so (Ezekiel xvii 2; Proverbs
1 5-6; Psalms xlix 4). Stylistically, wit ‘consists in using strong
metaphoric images in uncommon yet apt allusions: just as ancient
Egyptian wisdom did in hieroglyphic symbols fancifully analo-
gized.” The basis, however, was serious observation. ‘The
Egyptians studied all the singular properties of beings, and their
relations, in order to fit them for representatives of other things.’

Such 1s Warburton’s account of the development of human
techniques of communication. [t 1samong other things an account
admirably adapted to the position of an eighteenth-century
churchman. He reminds us that ‘the illiterate cavils of modern
libertines’ arce fond of attacking the prophetic language of the
Scriptures as ‘absurd’, ‘fanatic’, and ‘the peculiar workmanship of
heated imagination’. This can now be recognized as misplaced
criticism. Absurd means extravagant, fanatic means affecting
unusual or foreign modes. But the prophetic style is ‘a speaking
hicroglyphic’ and the ‘sober and established language of the time’.
On the otherhand theattempts, not uncommon among Dissenters,
to revive the style of Old Testament speech and imitate the ‘sig-
nificative actions” which it describes are unncecessary in the present
stage of human communications and can properly be labelled both
absurd and fanatic.

However, the main purpose of Warburton’s review of Egyp-
tian writing was not to prove the centrality and correctness of the
position of the religious deist but to give the internal evidence for
the high antiquity of Egyptian civilization. The key lies in the
dating of the symbolic hieroglyphs. They occupy a middle point
in the course of the history of Egyptian writing. Yet that middle
point must have been a long time ago. It was before the invention
of alphabetic writing; it was also before the fashion for animal
worship. (This last 15 a new point. Warburton’s reasons for it,
briefly, are that animal worship was unique to Egypt, not confined
to useful animals, or even to real ones, and that it extended even to
plants: it has all these points in common with the symbolic hicro-
glyphs, and so must have been derived from them.) But both
alphabetic writing and animal worship existed at the time of the
Exodus; for Moses brought with him the letters of the Egyptian
alphabet, and he also found it necessary to forbid the cult of
animals. The symbolic hieroglyphs must therefore be earlier than
the time of Moses. Since the system of symbolic hieroglyphs was
mevitably of slow growth, however, the origins of Egyptian
civilization must have been considerably carlier still.

We have spent a long time with Warburton. This will not be
grudged by those who enjoy ingenious argument. Warburton,
however, was not only ingenious but also important. To ask
whether or not the decipherment of the hicroglyphs would have
taken place without him 1s very much like asking whether or not
the discoveries of modern science and technology would have
taken place without the theorctical shelter for them erected by



Francis Bacon. That is to say, it is a question with two sides and no
visible answer. But what is evident is that Warburton created the
framework for Egyptological speculation, particularly in France,
in the latter half of the eighteenth century and beyond. The section
of The Divine Legation thdt deals with Egypt was translated into
French under the title Essai sur les hiéroglyphes des Egyptiens by
Léonard des Malpeines in 1744, and its ideas were enthusiastically
received by Condillac (Essai sur les origines des connaissances
humaines 1746), by the Encyclopédie (articles on écriture égyptienne
and hiéroglyphe), and indeed found general favour. It was therefore
Warburton who shaped the climate of opinion in which Cham-
pollion was brought up.®

We must now turn to the Abbé Barthélemy, who was one of
Warburton’s admirers. He approved the outlines of Warburton’s
theory of Egyptian writing, and in helping to publish the Egyp-
tian inscriptions in the collection of the Comte de Caylus (Caylus
1752, 69—70) he set out to test Warburton’s theory of the inter-
relationship of the hieroglyphic and alphabetic systems. As we
have seen, Warburton’s theory predicted that some of the signs of
the hieroglyphic would have been borrowed by the alphabetic
script, and this prediction was apparently confirmed by
Barthélemy’s findings.

The large number of scparate characters in Egyptian hieratic
might have been expected to have warned Barthélemy against a
too ready acceptance of the hypothesis that it was an alphabetic
script; indeed Barthélemy did notice the problem ten years later
when he was publishing another text in Caylus’ collection. How-
ever, he managed to save the alphabetic hypothesis by the assump-
tion that Egyptian could be like ‘Ethiopian’ (1.c. Amharic) writing,
which is composed of only twenty-six letters, but mn which,
becausc the vowel-signs are attached to each letter and the system
includes syllabic signs, the total number of different-looking
characters mounts to 202.

It was on this occasion (Caylus 1762, 79) that Barthélemy
made his most fruitful and important suggestion. This was that the
obelisk cartouches might contain the names of kings or gods.
Oddlyenough, he wasled to it by two false observations. The first
was that he thought he could detect in the alphabetic script of the
mummy-bandage he was publishing ‘a combination of characters
forming a sort of square’, which mightbe the cursive cquivalent of
ahieroglyphic cartouche. The second was that he thought that the
particular hieroglyphs contained in the cartouches were different
from those found elsewhere.

The Comte de Caylus, for whom Barthélemy was working,
deserves a few words at this point. He was a French nobleman who
had had, in the normal way of things, a commission in the army.
After the peace of Rastadt, finding that army life no longer gave
him a sufficiently purposeful outlet for his energies, he resigned his
commission, and travelled to Turkey. There he saw Colophon
and Ephesus and other of the claras Asiae urbes under the protection
of Karakaiuli, a brigand who then enjoyed virtual control of the
Smyrna area. The nobility of the ancient Greek cities and the
striking contrast they offered to the shoddiness which had taken
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26 The difficulties
confronting an
eighteenth-century
decipherer who relied on
published transcriptions can
be seen by comparing the
last lines of the copies of the
funerary stele (ill. 22) made
by (a) Rigord, (b)
Montfaucon, (c) Caylus
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their place, resolved Caylus to devote his life to the promotion of
classical standards in architecturc and art. He became a collector,
and a patron of classicizing designers; he interested himself in the
improvement of engraving techniques; he even re-invented the
process of encaustic painting from the pages of the elder Pliny —
n his own eyes his greatest achievement.

His most direct contribution to the study of Egyptian writing
was his collection of Egyptian texts, both hieroglyphic and non-
hieroglyphic. This provided a body of material for French scholars
—including, later, Champollion himself — to work on. But almost
as important as his collections was Caylus’ interest in promoting
accurate reproduction. In this his example may have been less
potent than his influence. The supreme importance of accurate
reproduction for any decipherment, obvious from a close com-
parison of the copies here illustrated, was pointed out by Caylus
himself, and came progressively to be realized. The next generation
of travellers set out with the equipment and the resolve to make
them.

One of these, and the most successful, was Carsten Niebuhr, a
Danish scholar and the father of the distinguished ancient historian.
Although, as we shall see later, it was his copies of the Persepolis
mscriptions that made the decipherment of cunciform possible, he
also travelled in Egypt. The accompanying illustration, which
represents no more than a small part of what Niebuhr succeeded
n copying in situ in a Cairo street, will give an idea of the quality
of his work. In this connection he makes the sound, though un-
cxpected, point that one of the main conditions for accurate
copying is the ability to have good relations with the Arabs. He
also tells us, and this is clear from the confident style of his copying,
that he had so famiharized himself with the hieroglyphic script by
dint of the amount of it he took down, that he could write it with
almost as much ease as Greek or Arabic. This enabled him to point
out firmly and for the first time that the term ‘hieroglyphs’ should
not be used for the large-scale figures on Egyptian rcliefs and
paintings, but be reserved exclusively for the small characters which
arc written in a uniform and script-like manner. This was a point
on which even Warburton had been confused (see note 5).

Niebuhr was also able to provide for the first time a proper
table, not, as he knew, a complete one, of hieroglyphs arranged in
an order determined by objective criteria and therefore giving a
basc for judging the total number of signs and the limits of varicty
for each one.

With Niebuhr we have at last emerged from the forests and the
foot-hills on to the open mountainside. But before we follow the
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explorers up it, we must survey the possible routes as they appeared

from that point in time. Our guide will be another Danish scholar,
Georg Zoéga. Zotga lived most of his life in Rome, where at the 29
request of Pope Pius VI he wrote and published the most com-
prehensive and dispassionate survey of Egyptology that had yet
appeared. It must have the next section to itself.

28 Niebuhr’s table of sclected
hieroglyphs

Zoega

Zoéga’s great book on Egyptology De origine et usu obeliscorum (‘On
the origin and purpose of the obelisks’) was published in Rome,
where Zoéga lived for the last half of his life, and carries the date
1797. Its purpose was to collect and examine all the evidence,
from ancient author or modern explorer, that had a bearing on the
obelisks of ancient Egypt. Since Zoéga interprets this brief widely,
the book 1s in effect onc on Egyptology as a whole. Nevertheless,
he declares a specific interest in Egyptian writing, and devotes a
sizable part of his book to it. It is this part which concerns us.

Zoéga’s main quality is his reliability; from it flow his other
characteristics. He 1s enormously industrious, giving on each topic
a fair summary of all that his predecessors have said on it, and not
shirking the duty of giving his own verdict, which is invariably a
sane and balanced one. He is cautious: the twin pillars of his
subject — or, as he puts it, the twin obelisks that flank the entrance
to it — are ancient testimony and surviving monuments, and no
conjectures about things Egyptian derived from the customs or
practices of other peoples can be considered secure without their
support. This principle would rule out among other things the
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use of the analogy of Chinese writing to answer questions about
Egyptian, and Zoéga, unlike Champollion, abides by it. He is
thoroughly objective. For instance, he gives a long and patient
exposition of the various arcane theological and astrological sig-
nificances which had been attributed to the shape, proportions,
and material of the obelisks but, absurd though most of them are,
he does not just dismiss them with a priori scorn. He shows by
detailed measurements that most of the classifications proposed are
not cven consistent within themsclves. His own sane, though
perhaps over-rational, opinion is that the granite material and the
slender pyramidal shape arose from considerations of aptness,
beauty, and durability, so that there was no mystery about it.
There 1s no good evidence, he says drily (desunt testes idoner), that
the Egyptians were different in nature from other people.

It 1s in this objective attitude that Zoéga’s modernity lics.
Stillingfleete, and cven Warburton, were still men of the Hebrew
Renaissance. The most important thing in human history to them
was the position held in it by the Jews. But if there was a special
historical position for the Jews, it followed that there were probably
special positions for other peoples too, particularly ancient peoples.
To elucidate their specific historical roles was the task of the
historian, and by fulfilling it he would be illuminating the divine
purpose. Zoéga does not have this precoccupation. What he has
instead is a conviction of the gradual and anonymous progress of
human society and human institutions. The words that we would
now use to describe this, ‘evolution’ and ‘cvolutionary’ were not
then available. Zoéga’s words were of the type ‘slow’, ‘gradual’,
‘transition’, ‘advance’, and his analogics were either from plant

life (‘birth . . . growth . . . maturity . . . spread . . . decay’) or
from the diffusion of crafts or inventions (‘small beginnings . . . a
long period of private use . . . slow diffusion . . . unconscious

transition to public use’).® This vocabulary and these images arc
significantly frequent in Zoéga’s work. They reveal an impor-
tant difference in kind between Zoéga’s idea of human progress
and Warburton’s. Warburton saw progress as having taken place
in comparatively large steps that had been made possible either
by the special characteristics of a particular race, or by the special
mventiveness of a particular individual. Zoéga on the other hand
saw it as occurring by means of continual but almost imperceptible
improvements, piecemeal by nature, and independent of race or
personality.

What Zoéga regarded as Warburton’s main achievement was
the explanation of how hieroglyphs had developed out of repre-
sentational into symbolic pictures, and this was one advance which
Warburton had gone out of his way to stress as having taken place
‘by insensible degrees’ (1788 ed. 11 423). Contrast the two men’s
treatment of the origin of alphabetic writing. While both believed
itto be Egyptian, Warburton assumed an inventor, the secretary of
an Egyptian king, later mythologized as Thoth; Zoéga on the
contrary stressed the difficulty of the invention — it needed not
only the analysis of the vast range of human spcech sounds, but
also of the different stages of utterance from sentences to words,
from words to syllables, from syllables to single sounds. It would
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have been impossible for a single man to accomplish it. But for the
same reason, namely that its creation must have depended on slow
growth and acceptance, it must have originated within a single
nation. Thisisconfirmed by the observed fact thatall the alphabetic
writings we know hark back to a small group of contiguous
countries in the Near East. Zoéga, however, agreed with War-
burton on the question of dates, regarding the demotic or ‘public’
script as pre-Mosaic and the hieratic as a later elaboration by the
priests ‘for the sake of refinement or secrecy’.

On the question of the likely content of the hieroglyphic in-
scriptions, Zoéga agreed with Warburton that the record of
historical achicvements was the use vouched for by the most
reliable ancient authors. On the other hand it was possible that
they had been misled by false evidence. The real meaning of the
obelisk inscriptions at Thebes may have been forgotten by the
Egyptians themselves. The interpretations of them that we find in
Diodorus, Strabo, and Tacitus — that they record the empire of
Rameses — may have been based on wishful thinking and the desire
to give Egypt a past glory equal to that of Persia. If so, we had no
solid evidence at all for what the obelisk mscriptions may have
rcally contained.

This was a depressingly negative conclusion. But elsewhere
Zoéga was able to establish firm starting-points for further 29 Zoéga, 1755-1809
rescarch, either through the thorough sifting of what his pre-
decessors had said, or by the contribution of new arguments of his
own.

He stressed the important distinction between the hieroglyphic
script and the large-scale drawings which it often accompanied
(438 n. 1).

He established (436—7) the late appearance of the Coptic script,

though in attributing its introduction to Christianity and dating
it to the third century AD he was only partly correct. There have
since been discovered magical papyri written in Coptic script (i.e.
Greck with extra demotic letters) dating from as early as the first
century. But there was no way in which Zoéga could have fore-
seen this discovery of magical papyri, and his conclusion was
undoubtedly the best available on the evidence at his disposal.'©

He showed that the direction of hieroglyphic writing was
indicated by the figures facing the start of the line (464). (A
deduction from repeated formulae: if a sign-group, known to be
such from other occurrences, is split over two lines, it is at once
clear which are the beginnings and ends of the lines concerned.)

On the question of cartouches his position was that they were
likely to contain either religious formulae or personal names
(465-6).

He attempted (466—97) to count and classify the number of
separate signs, reaching the total of 270 for the obelisks which he
considered on stylistic evidence (not always correctly) to belong
to the days of Egypt’s independence, and of 958 if one included all
the inscriptions in European museums. He realized that these
totals were nothing like as high as would be expected in an ideo-
graphic script. Any language must inevitably have had far more
words than this, and therefore there could not have been a one-
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word/one-sign equivalence. The difficulty was a serious one, and
Zoéga suggested two possible ways out of it. First, the signs might
stand, as indeed some were said to do in Horapollo, for more than
one concept. Second, two signs might reccive an altogether new
meaning by being juxtaposed. This was, he adds, reported to be
the case in Chinese, whose vast signary had grown from a mere 214
basic signs. The possibility could only beinvestigated by preparing
an index to show what signs were found next to one another. It
wasneglect of such necessary preliminaries in counting, classifying,
and indexing that had hitherto produced so many solutions and
so much scepticism (463—4).

The most important suggestion made by Zoéga (454, 552-3),
and the one that he himself considered his most important, was
that some hicroglyphs might be, in some measure at least, phonetic
signs. In making it, Zoéga also made his major contribution to
linguistic terminology, this being the first appcarance in modern
European usage of the word phonctic or the phrase phonetic
signs (notae phoneticae). Zoéga’s argument stemmed from Horapollo
17. Here it is said that a hawk could stand for the ‘soul in the heart’,
and the Egyptian words are given as haiéth (hawk), bai (soul), and
¢th (heart). The Coptic wordsarcin factcloseenoughto Horapollo’s
transliterations to make his information look reliable. Zoéga picks
on it for its significance in showing us how the bridge between
word-sign and syllable-sign may have been crossed. For it would
be easy to imagine that once a word like haiéth was thought of in
terms of its constituent syllables, the same principle could be
extended to the drawing. The front of the hawk (its head) could
then perhaps be used for the front syllable (hai), and its afterpart
(the legs) be used for its rear syllable (¢th). There would result a
class of characters which were in appearance parts of animals or
other bodies, but in function phonetic sjgns. Such a class would
belong to the broad category of ‘enigmatic hieroglyphs’.

The emergence of the two different Egyptian writing systems
might, Zoéga thought, have come about as a result of this. For,
assuming multiplication in the class of phonetic hieroglyphs, it
might have so complicated the script as to nccessitate a reform.
Such a reform might have separated the phonetic and ideographic
signs, thus simultaneously restoring the ancient script and creating
a new onc in the form of a syllabary. This may then have been
in its turn refined down to the alphabet, which Plutarch tells us
consisted of twenty-five signs, probably, like other ancient
alphabets and in view of the unstable treatment of vowels in
Coptic, exclusively consonantal. But we cannot check this, says
Zotga, as no demotic survives. The lack was to be made good
almost within the year by the discovery of the Rosetta Stone, but
the demotic script which it brought to light was not to be confined
to the predicted twenty-five letters.

In addition to suggesting the presence of actual phoneticism in
the hicroglyphic signs, Zoéga argued that the hicroglyphic texts
must proceed in the order of thought as it would be expressed in
language. He had two reasons for thinking this. One was that
Egyptian hieroglyphs, unlike Mexican, scemed to stand in a text
as independent entities and not as pictures in mutual relationship
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with each other; the other was that in the very few translated
inscriptions offered in ancient literature the order of signs and the
order of thought seemed to run parallel. So hieroglyphic, unlike
Mexican, was a genuine script — pictorial only in outward
appearance, writing in respect of arrangement (quoad figuram,
pictura; quoad ordinem, litterac p. 438).

Finally, the reader may like to sec how Zoéga’s reconstruction of
Egyptian writing fits into his vision of the history of human
writing as a whole. Here is what he says (422):

Early men made rough sketches, using colouring matter or a knife
to make lines. Slowly and insensibly they progressed to the stage
of making proper representations. The arts of painting, carving,
and sculpture were discovered. The origin of writing, the noblest
human invention, was similar. The transition was from the delinea-
tion of the forms of things to their abbreviation, from simple
pictures to tropical ones, until finally, in the various combinations
of metaphor, symbol, and enigma, there grew up hieroglyphic
writing. In the broader sensc of the term this was common to
many peoples: in the restricted sense it was specific to Egypt. From
it developed two types of writing, which can be called arbitrary
and conventional. The one is suitable for the representation of
things in a manner divorced from their outward appearances.
Chinese writing, and what are commonly called ciphers, are
examples of this. The other aims at representation of sound. The
alphabets now used by the greater part of the civilized world are an
example of this type. It is probable enough that the Chinese
characters originated in a form of hieroglyphic once used by the
Chinese: and as for alphabetic writing, it can be argued, I believe
correctly, that it derived from Egypt.

Here we must leave Zoéga. Even though his one attempt to
give a specimen interpretation of a hieroglyphic inscription may 30
not be impressive, his book 1s. It is comprehensive and judicious,
a fine monument of eighteenth-century learning, and in its
determination to treat Egyptian history for its own sake a herald of
modern scholarship. It was completed as the French expedition to
Egypt was about to be planned, just before the discovery of the
Rosetta Stone, and in the early boyhood of Champollion, who was
finally to fulfil the hope expressed by Zoéga in his preface.

My limited aims have been those which at the present day an
interpreter of Egyptian antiquity can hope to pursue with some
success. Further goals I have thought best left to posterity. When
Egyptis better known to scholars, and when the numerous ancient
remains still to be seen there have been accurately explored and
published, it will perhapsbe possible tolearnto read thehieroglyphs
and more intimately to understand the meaning of the Egyptian
monuments.

30 Scarab conjecturally
interpreted by Zoéga to
mean ‘Contemplation of the
World can teach Man to
reverence the Eternal Power
of God’
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In the month of May 1798 some sixty or more French scholars and
scientists who had been independently requested by their revolu-
tionary government to muster at the naval port of Toulon were
secretly conducted aboard men-of-war of the Republican fleet.
The tone of their initial instructions, the military preparations
around them, the presence of Bonaparte as Commander-in-Chief
made it clear to them that they were to form part of an expedi-
tionary enterprise of major importance, but it was not until they
were already at sea, indeed not until they had captured Malta and
set sail again towards the East, that its destination was to be known.
They were bound for Egypt. Egypt held the keys to the dominion
of the modern, and the wisdom of the ancient world. The army
was to seize the former, they the latter. But it was a joint enterprise.
They were to help the army establish a modern government based
on scientific knowledge of the resources of the country: the army
was to help and protect them in their exploration of whatever
was of scientific or antiquarian interest. The expedition contained
among its members archacologists, architects, sculptors, painters,
draughtsmen, and printers equipped to measure and to copy, to
draw and to publish the monuments that were so widely but still
so inaccurately known.

For a crash programme organized in so short a time (a mere two
months) and accompanied throughout by such risks (on the way
out the accidents of first a broken mast and then a fog prevented
Nelson intercepting and almost certainly destroying the overladen
French fleet; the two years in Egypt were constantly harassed by
the alarms and cxcursions of war and rebellion; and when the
adventure was over the Oiseau in which the mission was trying to
make its escape back to France came within an ace of being sunk
by the English fleet) the final result must be counted a success, and
Champollion’s claim (Précis 374) that the study of Egyptian writing
could only become scientific after the accurate and plentiful
reproductions of hieroglyphic texts in the Description d’Egypte
was justified.! Nevertheless, the most famous archaeological
prize of the expedition was not in the first instance due to its
academic arm at all but to its military. It was in the course of
fortification works that the Rosctta Stone, or Rosctta Pillar as it
used to be called, was noticed. It had been built into some com-
paratively modern walling. The presence of the inscription on the
stone was spotted and its potential importance realized by the
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engineer officer in charge, by name Bouchard. The general was
informed, and the stonc removed to Alexandria. But it was never
to rcach France. After the surrender of the French expedition in
1801 1t passed into the possession of the British Army, and is now
in the British Museum.

The Rosetta Stonc isa triscript, containing a decree in honour of
Ptolemy V of 196 Bc in hieroglyphic, demotic (which it refers to
as the enchorial or local writing), and Greek. The Greek text assures
us that the other two parts carry the same message. The whole
inscription is of substantial length. In short it was just what every-
body had been hoping for. In the case of the Palmyra inscriptions
(see page 95 and IIl. 62), much briefer and scrappier though they
were, the first accurate publication (by Dawkins and Wood in
1753) had been followed within weeks, days almost, by two
independent, correct decipherments. The same speed and success
might have been looked for in the case of the Rosctta Stone; yet
its decipherment was to take over twenty years.

One of the earliest and best articles on the new discovery was the
Lettre a Citoyen Chaptal (1802) by the Professor of Arabic at the
32 School of Living Oriental Languages in Paris, Silvestre de Sacy.
This 1s the first time we have had occasion to mention him, but as
he will be a central figure in the sections that follow, a brief descrip-
tion of his life and career will be in place. Externally his life was not
an exciting onc. He was born in Paris in 1758, left the French
capital for the only time in his life for a brief visit to the library in
Geneva in 1805, and died peacefully in Paris in 1838, having done
a full day’s work, including the delivery of a speech in the House of
Pcers, two days before his death. But few men can have had such a
tranquil career in so turbulent a time. He established his reputation
in 1787 with his decipherment of the Sassanid Persian inscriptions
of Nags-i-Rustam in a paper read to the Académie des Inscriptions
(sce chapter 4), and began to risc in the world of the ancien régime
with an important preferment by the king n 1791 and clection
to the Académie in 1792. During the Republic Sacy rose higher
still, being appointed in 1795 to the Chair of Arabic that he still
occupied forty-three years later. Under Napolcon he was made
Professor of Persian at the Collége de France in 1806 and a Baron
in 1813. One of the first acts of the Bourbon government on its
restoration was to appoint him Rector of the University of Paris.
But he was not an opportunist, and though through all these
political changes he retained his rank he also retained his honour.

When the course of the revolution became violent in 1792 Sacy
resigned all his public appointments and memberships of public
bodies in protest, and retired with his family to a small housc in
the country near Paris. In October 1795, when an oath of hatred
towards the monarchy was imposed on all holders of public office,
he refused to take 1t and resigned his newly acquired Professorship
of Arabic, offering only to continue teaching until a replacement
was found. None was, and Sacy was allowed to remain without
taking the oath. To fill academic posts with honour at such a time
was praiseworthy enough: but Sacy succeeded in filling them with
distinction too. He published stcadily throughout his life. As an
administrator he played a general part in the formulation of

32 Silvestre de Sacy,
1758-1838
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cducational policy and speatically fostered the foundation of the
Société asiatique and of Chairs in Chinese, Sanskrit, and Hindustani.
As a teacher he had many outstanding pupils, two particularly so:
Bopp, the founder of the science of comparative philology, and
Champollion, the decipherer of the hieroglyphs.

" At the time of his Lettre a Citoyen Chaptal Sacy was already
eminent for his Sassanid decipherment and for his competence as
an Arabist, in which capacity he was particularly interested in
Egypt. He also knew Coptic. If there was any man of the time
qualified to discuss the new inscription of the Rosetta Stone, it
was he.

The plan of attack decided on by Sacy was, first, frankly to
abandon the hieroglyphic part for the time being. It was the most
damaged of the three texts, only fourteen lines surviving, and not
even those intact. Moreover ‘the hieroglyphic character, being
representative of ideas, not sounds, does not belong to the domain
of any particular language’ (p. 5). One had therefore to con-
centrate on the ‘Egyptian text’, which consisted of thirty-two
lines and except for the beginnings of the first few was virtually
complete. The first step was to locate the proper names. Their
approximate whereabouts was likely to be given away by the
Greek text, especially in the case of names which occurred two or
three times. If the same letter occurred more than once in the
Greek spelling of a name, it would probably do the same in the
Egyptian, and so serve to identify it. Thereafter it should prove
possible to proceed from the known to the unknown, starting
with words frequent in the Greek text (‘god’, ‘king’, ‘son’) the
Egyptian for which was likely to be similar to their known Coptic
equivalents.

The programme was a sound one, and to help him carry it out
Sacy used three copies of the inscription — a print taken (under the
direction of M. Marcel, the Director of the Imprimerie Nationale
that had been established in Cairo) from the stone itself as if it
were a lithograph, a corrected copy of this lent to him by Marcel,
and an engraving. Nevertheless, he did not get very far. He located
some of the names correctly, but read them wrong. For example,
the group of signs that stood for the name of Ptolemy he trans-
literated as ‘Aftuulma’ (instcad of ‘Ptolmés’), being thrown off
course at the very beginning by taking the first three letters to-
gether as the same as that which he had identified as the tirst letter
of Alexander, and thercafter further entrenching himsclf in error
by fancied resemblances of the shape of the letters he called ‘f*, ‘t’,
and ‘m’ to the shapes of the corresponding Coptic, Hebrew, and
Samaritan letters respectively. From here he proceeded to the
transliteration of other names, such as Arsinoe, by the same un-
successful method of cross-script letter-recognition.

Neverthcless, Sacy sancly stopped short of attributing any
certainty to his preliminary results, and his essay contained many
remarks of independent value. For instance he drew attention to
the large number of different characters in the Egyptian text, many
morethanthe twenty-tive letters mentioned by Plutarch. This was
an important point to have made. Eventually it led to the over-
throw of the hitherto universally held hypothesis that the non-
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hieroglyphic writing of Egypt was ‘alphabetical’. But this was not
the conclusion drawn by Sacy at the time. Instead he offered the
rather weak suggestion that the letters might alter their shape
according to their word position (as in Hebrew, Syriac, and
Arabic), and — even less likely — that they might have miniscule
and majuscule forms.

The attempt to transliterate the proper names of the demotic
text on the Rosetta Stone was prosecuted with greater success by
Akerblad later in the same year. Johan David Akerblad was a
Swedish diplomat and orientalist to whom Sacy had lent a pre-
publication copy of the inscription. Acknowledging that the
correct method was to begin with proper names as Barthélemy
had done in 1754 and Sacy himselfin 1787 (sce chapter 4), Akerblad
used as his starting-point the same three sign-groups as Sacy
(though he claimed to have identified them independently), and
managed to transliterate them in such a way as to yield a dozen
further names. But his attempts to use his alphabet beyond the
proper names did not succeed, and the decipherment of demotic
was to remain for a long time at this unsatisfactory half-way stage.
Akerblad published his proposed solution in the form of a letter
to Sacy, together with a courtcous, though not fully convinced
reply of Sacy’s.

After this Sacy does not seem to have renewed his own attempts
at decipherment. But he did not give up his interest in Egypt.
Since he was to become Champollion’s tutor it is important for
us to follow his ideas on the subject. They would in any case be
interesting enough in themselves to make it worth while.

In 1808 he reviewed in the Magasin Encyclopédique a series of
articles on the language and literature of Egypt by a former pupil
of his, Etiennce Quatremére. Quatremére’s main concern was with
the Coptic dialects, but his book contained a restatement of the
arguments that Coptic was descended from the language of
ancient Egypt. In reviewing the book, Sacy accepted Quatremere’s
conclusions on this, and added one very interesting, and to us
curious, argument of his own. What shows the independence of a
language, he pointed out, 15 not so much its vocabulary as its
grammatical structure. This was a significant departure from the
vocabulary-oriented concepts of seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century linguistic theory and the sced from which the science of
comparative philology was to grow.'* But Sacy’s immediate moral
was a different one. Coptic grammar, he said, preserves specific
traces of its hicroglyphic origin. Thus, the plural is usually the
same as the singular except for a monosyllabic prefix. Distinction
of gender is shown by a separate word (cither a preceding article
or a subsequent word for ‘male’ or ‘female’). Cases are shown, not
by inflectional changes but by the prefixing of particles. Verbal in-
flections signifying tense and person also have the look of indepen-
dent words, being able to come before or after their verbs, and
even allowing infixed words to come in between. The same goes
for the principle of building words by juxtaposition, for instance
met-ref-er-pet-éou — quality — of a person — who does — what 1s —
bad ‘malice’, with which, says Sacy, one may comparce the
Chinese ti-ten-tie-gin = shave — head — of man = ‘barber’.2
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From these observations Sacy concluded that Coptic originally
had no inflections but consisted of independent, invariable, units.
Now this was just what one would expect a language written in a
hieroglyphic script to have been like, for in a hieroglyphic script
each sign stands for a whole word and cannot vary.

This concept of a *hicroglyphic language’ strikes ustoday as odd,
if not bizarre. But it is a logical consequence of the then fashion-
able belief that writing was the sole fixative agent of language,?
and was to be further claborated by Sacy in the next few years.
Languages could be divided into three classes, scriptless, hiero-
glyphic, and phonctically written. Scriptless, or Barbarous,
languages are in a state of continual change — which is why there
are so many of them. Hieroglyphic languages (Egyptian and
Chinese) have a stable vocabulary because their hicroglyphic
script can fix words, but lack a permanent grammar and therefore
the means to express nuance. Phonctically written languages, like
Greek and Latin, combine the stability of a written, with the
flexibility of a spoken language. This is why they could be culti-
vated to such a high pitch of refinement. Coptic, however, is not
a full grammatical language in this sense, having been first
stabilized in the hicroglyphic stage of writing. It therefore in-
evitably retains some of the stiffness and monumentality of that
stage.

This generalized version of his theory is given by Sacy in a
letter to Thomas Young of 20 January 1816. The ideas must have
been in Sacy’s mind during the intervening period when he was
teaching Champollion. Indeed it is clear that Champollion’s
nitial reflections on the Coptic language (see page 70) owe a
great deal to it. We may even see its influence in the intimate
relationship between phoneticism and the writing of grammatical
inflection which is assumed in Champollion’s final decipherment
(see pages 82—3). A final echo of it is still to be heard sixty years
later in Sayce’s speculations about the Hittites (see page 138).

Let us now turn from this to another and more practical sug-
gestion of Sacy’s.

Some general notions about Chinese language and Chinese
writing had been current in Europe since Acosta (1590) and
Trigault (1613); such as that the language was ‘monosyllabic’ and
thatthe script was entirely ideographic with up to eighty thousand
characters. But it was not until the cighteenth century that any
grammars became available. The most widely known were those
by Bayer (1730) and by Fourmont (1737 and 1743). Neither did
much to dispel the philosophical haze through which the whole
subject of China was fashionably regarded, and of which we have
scen some of the consequences in our scection on Universal
Writing. But they did contribute some new information on the
question of phoneticism in Chinese writing. ‘“To show how
characters arc read,” says Bayer somewhat briefly in discussing
the practice of Chinese lexicons, ‘two characters are generally
written, of which the first indicates the vowel, the second the
consonant.” The same practice is more fully described by Fourmont
(1737, pp- 31 and 126). Neither of them makes any mention of its
use for writing foreign words. The idea that the Chinesc contrived
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to write these in a phonetic manner was introduced to Europe by
another pupil of Sacy’s, Abel-Rémusat, in 1811, in his description
(p- 36) of the ‘Tsi¢, or method employed by Chinese lexico-
graphers to express the sounds of characters and sometimes also
to render the sounds of certain foreign words.” As an example he
gives the character for ko followed by the character for han followed
by the character for tsi¢ (= ‘divide’) to make the Mongolian word
‘khaw’ = ‘emperor’.

It seecms to me clear that this is what Sacy had in mind when
he wrote, reviewing a second book on Egypt by Quatremeére, in
the latter half of 1811:4

We know that the Chinese experience this difficulty [namely, in
writing foreign names| and that they are sometimes obliged to
employ a special sign to show that the characters used in expressing
a proper name are reduced to a simple [phonetic] value. I con-

jecture that in the hieroglyphic text of the Rosetta inscription the line

that encircles a series of hieroglyphs is employed for this same function.
(The italics are mine.)

Though Barthélemy had made the passing suggestion that
cartouches might contain the names of a king or a god, and Zotéga
had thought them to be either religious formulae or royal names,
this footnote of Sacy’s 1s the first time, as far as [ can discover, that
the proposal was put forward that they might signify a name
written phonetically. Strictly spcaking, the suggestion was in-
correct. The cartouches signify royalty, not phoneticism. How-
ever, the suggestion, which became a commonplace among all
who worked on the hieroglyphs during the next ten years, was to
lcad to Champollion’s first solution, and through that to the
decipherment proper.

We must now turn our attention to the Englishman Thomas
Young, whom we have just glimpsed as the recipient of a letter on
language from Sacy. Young’s name is often bracketed with that of
Champollion as a decipherer of the hicroglyphs. The practice
stems from Young himself, but it is a particularly odd onc; for
though Young claimed for himself the credit of Champollion’s
decipherment, he never accepted its validity. Indeed he died still
denying it.> What he did accept was Champollion’s first solution,
and his claim, reduced to its minimum and most realistic terms,
amounts to hishaving been the first to propose some of the elements
in it. Even so it is scarcely justified, and would have doubtless been
forgotten long ago if it had not been fanned to life again by an
irrelevant patriotism every time it was on the point of expiry. The
rcader who 1s interested in the question can see Young’s claim
mercilessly and definitively refuted in Renouf’s article of 1897.6

Young was a man with a grievance. After a brilliant youth,
finishing up at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, where he was
nicknamed ‘Phenomenon Young’, he made original contribu-
tions to such diverse subjects as the theory of insurance, natural
history, medicine, physics, and above all the history of technology,
but never recached the first rank in any of them, except perhaps in
optics in his work on the interference of light. Instcad he rose to a
position of considerable power in public life, becoming what
would now be called a scientific and cultural administrator or
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adviser. Yet the rewards of this world did not satisfy him, and he
clearly hankered for something with a promise of immortality in
it. This shows itself in the way he signed his numerous articles in
the Encyclopaedia Britannica Supplement (1816-25) with two
consecutive letters from the phrase fortunam ex aliis, an allusion to
Vergil’s Aeneid xii 435-6:

Learn, Boy, true toil and manliness from me:
Success from others!
(tr. C.J. Billson)

His interest in the problem of the Rosetta Stone dated only from
the beginning of 1814, and it was during this ycar alone that he
carried out any scrious and original work on it (mainly during a
summer holiday in Worthing where he took a copy with him).
He began with the generally accepted assumption that the
demotic text (or ‘enchorial’ as he always called it) was an alphabet,
and that the large number of different characters was to be
explained by the same letters having different forms. He hoped
that Akerblad’s values would prove good not only for the proper
names but also for the ordinary words, of which some ought to be
recognizable as Coptic. His plan was to limit the range of possi-
bilitics by demarcating as rigidly as he could all the places where
the demotic text must correspond to the Greek, using for section-
boundaries groups of characters which were repeated in the
demotic and which therefore looked as if they might correspond
to repeated words in the Greek. This process of demarcation he
called his ‘translation’ of the demotic text.

He entered into correspondence with Sacy. In his first letter
(August 1814) he had already begun to fear that this line of attack
might prove abortive and that the demotic characters were per-
haps like the Chinese, which he thought had a phonctic significance
only in expressing the sounds of a foreign language. As he con-
tinued he found his fears confirmed. Writing to Sacy at the end of
the year (though he could not send the letter till August 1815) he
explained his ‘unexpected’ and ‘discouraging’ conclusion. Greek
writers had misled us about the demotic script. It was not alphabetic
(apart from its usc in writing forcign words), and therefore could
be no help in deciphering the language of the inscription. The
reason for his thinking this was his discovery that many of the
demotic characters ‘had a striking resemblance to the correspond-
ing hicroglyphs’. So the directions of enquiry would have to be
reversed. ‘Instead of being led to a knowledge of the hicroglyphic
characters by the assistance of the Coptic language and of alphabetic
characters’, one must in future start with the hieroglyphs and
procced from them to the derived demotic, which, Young feared,
might even subsumec a different language. On the hieroglyphic
scriptitself he observed that it could not be quite like the Chinese
since there were only a thousand or so characters in all. There
couldnottherefore beasimpleonc-to-onecorrespondence between
words and signs. Rather it seemed that ‘a combination of two or
three of them was often employed to form a single word’. We
have seen this idea alrcady in Zoéga (see pages s7-8).

This letter was published together with several preceding ones
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i Museum Criticum vi of 1815. It was the first time that any
query had been raised against the accepted simple equation
Hicroglyphic Ideographic, Demotic Alphabetic. Even
though Young did not draw the correct conclusion from his
doubts, their expression was in itself an important step forward —
more important than the few positively correct suggestions of
detail that he was later to proposc; for these were accompanied by
a much larger mass of incorrect suggestions, and there was no way
to tell which was which.

After this letter Y oung does not seem ever to have changed his
mind, or to have donc any more original rescarch on the subject.
He transferred himself, as it were, from the playing field to the
selectors’ box. It is true that he noticed (1823, p. 15) the existence
of parallel texts from the reproductions in the Description d’Egypte
lent to him in 1816 by Sir William Hamilton, and used them to
work out in greater detail the correspondences between the
hieroglyphic and non-hicroglyphic characters (he never grasped
the distinction between hieratic and demotic). It is true that he
continued to publish, but his work amounted to no more than the
extension of his previous interpretations by identifying further
characters (generally wrongly) in the light of the principles he had
laid down and by their application to new finds that his friends
brought him. He believed that he had scttled the correct lines for
further research, and that he need do no morce than foster it,
especially by midwifing publications.

This was uscful enough work. It 1s a pity that Young spoiltit by
laying claim to a glory that was not his.

Champollion’s first solution

33 Jean-Frangois
Champollion, 1790-1832
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Jean-Frangois Champollion — ‘this new Achilles” as Young called
him, characteristically adding ‘forremque in fortia misi’ (’twas [ who
sent the warrior to war’) — was born at Figeac in the valley of the
Lot in southern France in the last week of the year 1790. It was the
time of the Revolution, and the accompan ying social disorganiza-
tion meant that there wasno early school for him to attend. Instcad,
he was privately taught Latin and Greck by a displaced Abbé.
This scems to have been greatly to his profit. It is said that he could
alrcady read Homer and Vergil when, at the age of nine, he was
moved to Grenoble to join his clder brother, Champollion-Figeac,
and to attend the Lycée there. At Grenoble he came into contact
with Fourier, the mathematician, who had been secretary of the
Mission in Egypt, and who was now Prefect of the Is¢re. Fittingly
it was Fourier, Napoleon’s man, not Young at all, who sent
Champollion mnto the battlefield of Egyptology. The young
Jean-Frangois turned to the study of castern languages, and
announced — rather precociously it must have scemed — the plan
of his proposed life’s work to the Grenoble Society of Arts and
Sciences on 1 September 1807 in a paper on the Coptic etymology
of Egyptian place-names prescerved in Greek and Latin authors. He
was then turning seventeen and on the point of leaving the Lycée
for Paris.

In Paris he studied oriental languages, chiefly under Langles for
Persian and Sacy for Arabic. In addition to attending their courses
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he worked on the Coptic manuscriptsin the Bibliothéque Nationale
(which at that time included the manuscripts of the Vatican collec-
tion brought to Paris as the result of the revolutionary wars).
What mainly interested Champollion was not the subject matter of
the manuscripts (mainly ecclesiastical) but the grammatical
structure of the language and the incidental memories of ancient
Egypt that were preserved in them, particularly personal and
place-names.

After three ycars in Paris, Champollion, still only nineteen,
returned to Grenoble to become assistant Professor of History to
the titular holder of the Chair, who was an octogenarian. Fourier
saw to his being exempted from military service, and he was able
to proceed with his project.

The general subject was to be Pharaonic Egypt, ‘so different
from the Egypt of the Persians, from the Egypt of the Greeks, and
above all from modern Egypt, which so richly deserves a happicr
destiny’. The treatment was to be in three parts, the first devoted
to geography, thesecond to social institutions, the third to language
and letters, both alphabetic and hieroglyphic.

The first part was published in two volumes in 1814 under the
title L’Egypte sous les Pharaons. In the Preface Champollion states
that his aim has been ‘to establish the Eg yptian names of the country
of Egypt, its river, provinces, and towns’. The bulk of the two
volumes is given over to the well-disciplined pursuit of this rather
remote quarry. By the end of them he has amassed the Coptic
names of some 200 towns and 36 nomes in Upper and Lower
Egypt together with the names of oases and regions outside the
Nile valley, and in doing so has drawn on more than 40 ancient
authors and over 6o Arabic and modem ones, to say nothing of
the numerous Coptic manuscripts on which the whole is founded.
The exploration, survey, and charting of so much virgin ground
was a formidable accomplishment for a man in his early twenties.
It 1s also an eloquent testimony to the quality and range of the
European scholarship of the previous two centuries that an enquiry
of so specialized a nature should have been possible to undertake
at all, let alone complete within a reasonable time.

The nterest of the modern reader in Champollion’s first book 1s
not likely to centre on the details of Egyptian geography so much
as on what he may have to say about Egyptian literature, language,
and writing. Isthereanything of striking brilliance or originality to
mark Champollion off as the future decipherer of the hieroglyphs?
The answer must be no. His opinions are all perfectly orthodox.
What is remarkable about the book 1s not the flash of ideas, but
the extent and up-to-dateness of its author’s knowledge. His
position is very much in the mainstream of contemporary thought.

He claims, for instance, in his introduction that it was the
antiquity, glory, wisdom, and science of Egypt, qualities confessed
by the Greceks and more than confirmed by the discoveries of
recent times, that had inspired and maintained his resolution n
carrying out the work. This was partly, of course, the ritual
obeisance to rhetoric demanded of an exordium; but only partly.
It 1s evident that Champollion believed it himself from the en-
thusiasm he shows when he comes to Dendera, the site of one of
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the most complete surviving Egyptian temples (1 232): ‘It is here
that we must look for the ancient form of the orders and the
principal beautics of Greek architecture. Egyptian architecture
has proved to be the source of all that has been subsequently
thought admirable.’

A strict judge would have to give thisa low mark. The Dendera
temple is Ptolemaic, and therefore later than the Greek architecture
whose glories it is said to have inspired. This was, however, not
known at the time. Ironically the late date of the temple was
to be one of the most important first-fruits of Champollion’s
decipherment.

Champollion shows the same theoretical enthusiasm for the
Coptic language. It is monosyllabic; its structural rules arc con-
stant; 1t possesses the unalterability that characterizes all the
institutions of ancient Egypt. In its way of expressing grammatical
relationships it has substantial analogies with the principles of
Chinese writing, though one should not assume, as is sometimes
done, a common origin for Egypt and China. All these views of
Champollion’s fit easily into the pattern of current linguistic
doctrine.”

In an equally orthodox manncer he divided Egyptian writing
into three stages, hicroglyphic, alphabetic, and Coptic. On the
first of these, the hieroglyphic, the only hope that he professed
was to be able to present some relevant observations on a huge
topic. About the second class he was more optimistic. He thought
that he had already been successful in making out much of the
Egyptian text of the Rosetta Stone, and he hoped that his know-
ledge of Coptic and his nearly complete collection of copics of
Egyptian non-hicroglyphic texts would between them enable
him to master the alphabetic script. As for Coptic, he accepted
without hesitation that it was the Egyptian language written in
Greck characters with an additional seven letters of the old
Egyptian alphabet for representing sounds not catered for by
Greek letters.

These, then, were the aspirations and ideas with which Cham-
pollion began his academic carcer. It 1s clear that he had as yet no
new theory. But his concentration of knowledge, of Coptic, of
the Egyptian monuments, and of the relevant ancient and modern
literature, was probably already unique.

The next year, 1815, saw Napolcon’s return from Elba, his
welcome in Grenoble and the Hundred Days (during which
Champollion played an active political part), the second Restora-
tion, and the closure of the Faculty of Letters at Grenoble,
allegedly for reasons of economy. Champollion, now without a
post, divided his time between championing the cause of primary
cducation and compiling a Coptic dictionary. He regarded thisasa
nccessary tool to have before he could usefully turn to the problem
of the ancient scripts. For these theavailable evidence was becoming
rapidly more plentiful. In addition to the publication of the great
volumes of the Description de I’Egypte which were still appearing,
there was a constant succession of new texts being brought back
from Egypt by travellers and published or circulated in private
copies. It became possible to recognize (from the fact that the
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accompanying illustrations were the same) different copies of the
same text written in hieroglyphic and non-hieroglyphic script.
This was of tremedous importance, and Champollion devoted
much energy to the comparison of such texts. He was able for the
first time to establish firmly the distinction between the three, or
rather, four, systems — hieroglyphic, ‘linear’ or ‘cursive’ hiero-
glyphic, hieratic, and demotic — and to draw up tables of their
equivalent signs. It was this work which was the foundation of his
subsequent decipherment. Both in the number of texts he
examined and in the exactness of his examination of them he
carried thesc researches far beyond the scope of Y oung (who never
even became clear on the difference between hieratic and demotic
or so much as suspected the existence of linear hieroglyphic), but
reached the same conclusion — that the pattern of the other scripts
was the same as that of the hicroglyphic and that therefore they
must be cqually idcographic. In 1821 and 1822 heread papersto the
Académie des Inscriptions on the hieratic and demotic scripts. He
summarized their conclusion as follows:

[ hope it 1s not too rash for me to say that I have succeeded in
demonstrating that these two forms of writing are neither of them
alphabetic, as has been so generally thought, but ideographic, like
the hieroglyphs themselves, that is to say, depicting the ideas and
not the sounds of the language.

These words come from the first paragraph of Champollion’s
famous Lettre a M. Dacier, read on 27 Scptember 1822 before the
Académice (Dacier was its secretary), and published the same year.
[t was Champollion’s first major publication, though only some
fifty pages long, since his two volumes on Pharaonic Egypt.

Its subject was the ‘phonetic hieroglyphs’, not the ‘pure
hieroglyphs’. Champollion considered the latter a separate subject,
and had carmarked it for future treatment (Lettre, p. 41). There
was nothing novel in the concept of a class of phonetic hieroglyphs.
The theoretical necessity for such a device in an ideographic script
for the writing of foreign names was by now generally accepted.
It was thought to be confirmed by the existence of a similar
practice in Chinese, and that the place where the names were to be
found was in the cartouches (see page 66). It was also in accor-
dance with Champollion’s previous conclusion on the basic
identity of the hieroglyphic, hieratic, and demotic systems: for in
the demotic text of the Rosetta Stone proper names and foreign
words were written phonctically, as Akerblad’s decipherment of
them had showni.

Once granted the existence of an acknowledged class of phonetic
hieroglyphs it might have been thought that those on the Rosctta
Stone could have been readily deciphered. But it was not so easy.
The only cartouche on the surviving part of the hieroglyphic text
of the Rosetta Stonc was that of Ptolemy. As Champollion pointed
out, this was not enough. To enable any decipherment to be cross-
checked one needs to find at least a pair of names in which the same
letters recur, for instance Ptolemy and Cleopatra, or Alexander
and Berenice (Lettre 6).

So far nothing new: this was the pitch that had foiled previous
climbers. But Champollion had found a new foot-hold. Around
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34 The obelisk from Philae
which Giovanni Belzoni
brought to England for
William Bankes, now at
Kingston Lacy in Dorset

decipherment ot Greek
h royal names in hieroglyphic

n ﬂ writing. Cartouches from

January of that year he had been able to see for the first time a copy
of the scription on an obelisk from Philae which had been
brought to England for William Bankes by Giovanni Belzoni.
From a Greek inscription found on the base pedestal near by, the
obelisk seemed to have bcen dedicated in the names of Ptolemy
and Cleopatra. Onc of the cartouches on the obelisk contained the
same signs as the one found on the Rosetta Stone. The other ter-
minated in the two signs which were already suspected of indicat-
ing a female name. It was highly probable then that these were the
names of Ptolemy and Cleopatra, and indeed Bankes had already
assumed them to be so. Given confidence that the signs were
phonetic, a knowledge that the script proceeded against the way
the signs faced, and the expectation that the represcntation of
vowels would be irregular or absent — and these three items of data
were commonly accepted at the time® — it was an easy step to
make a preliminary decipherment.

There was, however, one stumbling-block. The second sign of
Ptolemy and the seventh of Cleopatra ought to have been the same;
but they were not. One was a semicircle, the other a hand.

Neverthcless, the phonetic value of these twelve signs was, as
Champollion says (p. 9), ‘alrcady probable and will become
indisputable if, on being applied to further cartouches, it proves
possible to read them in a regular manner without straining the
evidence, and to produce the proper names of kings which are
foreign to the Egyptian language’.

Champollion now proceeded to do this. He began with two
cartouches from Karnak published in the third volume of the
Description de I’Egypte. Applying to the first of these the values he
had alrcady guessed, he found AL — SE - TR —. Since the name

a PTOLMES b prOLMES
(Ptolemy) (Ptolemy)
ever-living,
loved by Ptak

35 Champollion’s

the Rosctta Stone (a, b); from

the Philae obelisk (¢, d); Q

f ALKSNRES
‘Q;J (Alexander)

D
36 Champollion’s
¢ ALKSANTRs  decipherment of Greek

from Karnak (e,f)

d KLEOPATRA (A]CXJ])C‘CI‘) pr(?pcr names }I) dL‘I}]()tlL‘
- cl writing. The first of the
¢ PTOLMES ( Copa[m) twelve names are from the
(PIOI“H)/) j(’”(’“’(’d b}’ fwo Rosctta Stone, the last eight
L‘wr-/wmg, sigus signifying (continuation overleat)
ove ah 1e fenrinine rom a papyrus
loved by Ptal the f papy
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of Alexander as deciphered by Rkerblad in the demotic text of the
Rosctta Stone ran ALKSENTRS, it was not difficult to supply
to the Karnak cartouche the missing letters K, N, and S. But here
we come to two new stumbling-blocks. The K of Cleopatra took
the form of a quarter-circle, whereas in the name of Alexander
it is a basin with a handle. And in the name of Alexander the final
S 1s different from the middle onc.

[t is the way in which he removed these stumbling-blocks that
marks Champollion as more than just a successful solver of
anagrams. He first argued that the Egyptians would not be likely
toabjure completely theideographic naturce of their sacred writing
on the few occasions where they were compelled to use 1t phone-
tically. If different word-signs suggested the same sound it could
be expected that different word-signs would be used to represent
it. For instance the semicircle, basically a female determinative,
might have suggested the feminine article fe, and therefore have
been used for the sound ¢: but this did not mean that the same
sound could not have been represented by the sign for a hand
(Coptic tot). This was the germ of the acrophonic principle which
Champollion waslater todevelop extensively. But he did not leave
the matter at this level of an appeal to gencral probability. He was
able to produce facts. The first letter of the demotic form of
Cleopatra’s name was the regular equivalent for a particular
hieratic sign, and this hicratic sign was itself a regular equivalent
for the hicroglyphic basin-with-a-handle. The only possible
conclusion to draw from this was that the Egyptians themselves
regarded the quarter-circle and the basin-with-a-handle as
homophones.

[t was this ability, derived from his methodical and thorough
work of the previous years, to call in demotic and hieratic evidence
to supplement the hicroglyphic that made it possible for Cham-
pollion to carry his suggestions through to the domain of proof.
But he did not always need this resource. For instance, in another
cartouche of Alexander at Karnak the twin-sceptre sign is used for
S n the middle as well as at the end of the name, thus showing
directly that it is an alternative for the hooked line in the middle
of the other cartouche.

There 1s no need for us to pursue Champollion’s further
identifications in detail. Suffice it to say that he followed the same
mcthod, gradually extending his alphabet, until he had read the
names of Berenice, Tiberius, Domitian, Vespasian, Nerva,
Hadrian and his wife Sabina, and Antoninus, together with the
additional names used by some of these emperors, Germanicus,
Claudius, Dacicus, and Augustus (in its Greek guise of Sebastos).
Some of the names come out strangely in the transliteration, for
instance TOMTENs for Domitian, but for all that they are un-
mistakable. At the end of it he had identified some forty hicro-
glyphic signs which can represent the sounds of some seventeen
Greck letters.

Besides names, the Egyptian cartouches also contained titles.
Champollion found that he could translhiterate two of those em-
ployed by the Roman emperors — Caesar (KESR, KSRS, etc.), and
the Greek word for emperor, Autokratdr (AOTOKRTR, AOTKRTR,

[§)
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11,

13.
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. ALKSANTRS
(Alexander)
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. PTLOMES
(Ptolemy)
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(Ptolemy)
f.:)mm/u
ARSEN
(Arsinoc)
L L[]
BRNEK
(Berenice)
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/ V ctc.). Other titles, such as ‘the immortal’ or ‘loved by Ptah’, whose

calVe meanings were known from the Grecek text of the Rosetta Stone,

IS LIS were considered by Champollion at this stage to be expressed
(Cleopatra)

purely idcographically (p. 18).
At the end of his paper Champollion revealed, without giving
‘"/“J%U details, that he had already been able to extend the use of his
18 APLONES alphabet in a quite unexpected way, and to rcad the names of the
(Apollonius) Pharaohs of ancient Egypt and not just their successors of Gracco-
Roman times. Thus ‘Europe, which received from old Egypt the
r elements of the arts and sciences also owed to her the priceless
Ot ‘.‘}}"‘JU benefit of alphabetic writing’ (p. 43). Nevertheless, it is abun-
19. aNTEChos dantly clear from everything that Champollion says and does not
(Antiochus) say, and from the alterations which he made when reprinting the
Lettre a M. Dacier in 1828 (usefully listed in Sottas 1922), that when
& he delivered his paper he never suspected that his alphabet would
3 ‘“422-) have any application beyond the sphere of proper names and
20. ANTEKNS foreign words, or that it was going to prove the long-looked-for

(Antigonus) key to the hicroglyphs.

The key to the hieroglyphs

At the end of his Lettre @ M. Dacier Champollion had stated that he
was able to identify and read phonctically the names of some pre-
Greek Pharaohs. Soon afterwards, and still following up this line
of enquiry, he approached a fellow-orientalist, Antoine Jean St
Martin, who was interested in the problem of Persian cuneiform,
with the suggestion that they should make a joint inspection of an
alabaster vase from the collection of the Comte de Caylus and

42 which carried mscriptions in both cuneciform and hicroglyphic.
The inscriptions, which they rubbed with vermilion, proved more
easily legible than they had expected (St Martin, 1823, 85). The
first word of the text written in the first variety of Perscpolis
cuneiform consisted of seven characters, of which the seccond was
the same as the sixth, the fourth as the seventh. It was a word
already known from Persepolis where it had been read by
Gotefend (see page 101) as the name of Xerxes. St Martin claimed
to have arrived at the same conclusion independently. His trans-
literation of the cuneiform name was kh-sch-é-a-r-sch-a. The
hieroglyphic cartouche also consisted of scven signs. As in
the Persian, the second and sixth, the fourth and scventh were
alike. On the sign-values already reached by Champollion in the
Lettre a M. Dacier, the cartouche could be recad 2?2 —c—a—1/r—
? — a. Supply kh and sch for the two unidentified signs (values
which Champollion seems already to have suspected®) and the
agreement 1s complete.

This, as far as it went, was a remarkable confirmation of the two
decipherments. St Martin read an account of it from his side to the
Académic at its meeting of 20 December 1822, Champollion
included the name of Xerxes among the thirty Pharaohs’ names
(Dynasties X VI-XXIX) which he had collected, and sent the list
to the Journal Asiatique where it was published in the News
Column for January 1823.

Champollion’s next commitment, as we have scen, was to
consider the ‘pure’ hieroglyphs, that is to say thosce outside the
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cartouches. At the time he, like everybody clse, assumed that they
were exclusively 1deographic. But it 1s not clear how he thought
such an 1deographic script would work, or what first caused his
change of mind. It must have been quick, as he read the first of his
papers to the Académic announcing his gencral decipherment in
April 1823, but he does not describe it. He was naturally more con-
cerned to give a rational and convincing account of his decipher-
ment than to trace the full sequence of ideas that had led him to it.
All we can do therefore is to fall back on the somewhat hazardous
process of trying to understand from remarks made at other times
some of the probable landmarks and turning-points of thesc three
months.

The most certain of these landmarks is to be found in a passage
in an article on the Dendera zodiac published i the Rerue
Encyclopédique of August 1822, a month before he read his Lettre a
M. Dacier. He says (p. 7) that his study of the three Egyptian writing
systems has shown him that ‘the majority of proper names of
individual members of a species are always either preceded or fol-
lowed by a hieroglyphic sign to express that species’. Thus the
namcs of gods are followed by a single sign for cop, the names of
months preceded by a single sign for MONTH. This obscrvation,
sound though it was in itself and to be proved correct by future
knowledge, was also very much in line with seventeenth- and
cighteenth-century conceptions of how an ideographic, or even
a philosophic, writing system should work.

I have not succeeded in finding in anything else that Champol-
lion published any further hints of how he thought an ideographic
script operated. On the other hand there are several indications of
his having felt frustrated. He points out that if onc looks at the
hicroglyphs as pictures one can catalogue them into well over
twenty different classes — celestial bodies, animals, plants, human
artefacts, gecometrical forms, and imaginary combinations such as
human bodies with animal heads or vases with human legs, yet in
any one inscription all these classes of sign may be impartially
mingled in apparently total disorder. “The look of a hieroglyphic
inscription is a veritable chaos. Nothing is in its place. Therc is no
relation to sense. The most contradictory objects are put right
next to cach other, producing monstrous alliances.” (Précis 255.)
Yet the regularity of the script and of the combinations of signs
showed that writing and sense must be intended. The purpose
could not be just ornamental.

Nor could it be straightforwardly representational, for what
could the monsters and other imaginary combinations represent?
(p. 171). Possibly the majority were symbolic, yet this did not seem
plausible either. A predominantly symbolic script would have
been ‘inevitably very obscure, being compelled to express its ideas
by astring of metaphors, comparisons, and barely soluble riddles’
(p- 295). The hieroglyphic inscriptions on the other hand werc
everywhere. The script looked like a monumental and public one,
not like an arcanc and secret mystery (p. 272).

Another striking point about the script was its difference from
Chinese, as recently described by Abel-Rémusat (1822). According
to this ‘learned and brilliant academician’, as Champollion calls
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37, 38 The name of a private
Roman citizen in
hicroglyphic writing.

37, A part of Kircher’s
drawing of the Barberini
obelisk.
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him (p. 304), ‘the first to clear the study of Chinese from the dark-
ness, one might say the mystical darkness, in which his predeces-
sors had enveloped 1t’, the Chinese script contained some 500
simple characters (both representational and symbolic), and many
thousands of compound characters (1.e. ligatures) composed from
them and symbolically signifying a host of different ideas. The
Egyptian hicroglyphic signary was, however, quite different, both
in total numbers and in proportion. Champollion counted some
860 different signs, of which at most 20 appeared to be ligatures,
and the remainder simple (p. 298). Moreover, even with their
ample signary, the Chinese, according to Rémusat, still found it
necessary to have a class of phonetic characters, called hing-ching
(‘representing the sound’). What was more, these characters
‘constituted a good half of normal written Chinese’ (p. 305).'0

It seems to me very likely that it was this new information, so
totally different from anything that had previously been reported
about Chinese writing, that encouraged Champollion to try out
his phonetic alphabet on a wider front. But there were also two
more immediate considerations. One of them (p. 266) concerned
the Rosetta Stone. The 14 lines of the hieroglyphic text correspond
to 18 lines of the Greek. On Champollion’s count the Greek text
contained just under 500 words, the hieroglyphic text 1,419 signs.
This was a disturbingly large number if the writing system was
really ideographic with one sign standing for one word. But what
was just as disturbing was that there were only 66 different signs
making up the 1,419.

The other consideration was the very great frequency with
which the few dozen signs that Champollion had deciphered
phonetically in the proper names recurred in the ordinary run of
hicroglyphic inscriptions. They were only a handful of signs in
comparison to the total signary of over 6oo, yet Champollion
reckoned (p. 50) that their overall frequency of occurrence in
running texts was higher than 66 per cent.

Enough has been said to show what the problem of the ‘pure
hicroglyphs’ must have looked like to Champollion after the
publication of his Lettre a M. Dacier and before he realized that he
alrcady held the solution in his hand. It was becoming increasingly
difficult to understand how the writing could be totally idco-
graphic. At the same time it was becoming less outrageous to
suppose that it might be, to a large extent at least, phonetic. But
how far these theoretical considerations preceded, ran parallel
with, or followed Champollion’s first attempts to make the hiero-
glyphs spell out Coptic words must always remain an open ques-
tion. The only person who could perhaps have given an answer to
it was Champollion himself; but he does not.!" Let us, then, turn
to what he does give us, and give us in full — the general application
of his decipherment and its proof.

Champollion’s Précis du systeme hiérogly phique, published under
the imprint of the Imprimerie Royale in 1824, runs to over four
hundred (quarto) pages, and includes a total of forty-six plates. The
body of the book consists of an introduction and ten chapters.
The former begins by referring to the Lettre a M. Dacier, and the
decipherment made in it of the phonetic hieroglyphs used for
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the writing of proper names. Champollion goes on to say that in

following up his discovery he began to realize that it had a far C@
wider application than he had at first suspected. The phonetic use -
of the hicroglyphs was not ancillary but central, and in fact the L“i
‘soul’” of the whole writing system (p. 3). This discovery was very i
much more important than his previous one, and he would have g
liked to present it to the world in a full-scale and comprehensive L!
work. But he had been forced into publishing his results in a com- =
paratively summary form. The historical value of the decipher-
ment in enabling the Ptolemaic and Roman cartouches to be read I
(and thus, for instance, certifying the lateness of such an object as
the astrological zodiac from Dendera??) had brought both fame
and a rival claimant. The rival claimant was Dr Young. Cham- N
pollion was bound to point out to the public that his alphabet was p b
very different from Young’s, both in its detailed values, and 1n its

general application. It was used not only n the royal cartouches of

Greek and Roman times, but in those of Pharaonic times as well,
and in ordinary inscriptions of all periods to represent alpha- E:ﬁ
betically the sounds of the spoken Egyptian language. So the dis- %
covery of the phonetic hicroglyphs was the ‘true key of the whole m
hicroglyphic system’ (p. 11). All these positions Young denied.

Thus the Précis begins on a polemic note. Even though every- @
thing that Champollion said was both moderate and justified, time {
pity that there should be this slight tarmish, on one of the most
important and original works of modern scholarship. ﬂ &{&A

d

has inevitably made the details of the dispute secem trivial. It is a

However, we do eventually sail clear of Dr Young, and enter
on a majestic series of chapters, cach of which establishes a new
sphere ofusggc ofthe phonct@ hlcrog_lyphs._ Chqmpolllon docs NOL 44 Sign-groups from the
conduct us in the order that his own investigations took him. The  top of the second column
principle of the tour is from the less to the more surprising, and isolated by Champollion;

from the more modern to the more ancient. }” the "'_“"‘C ("f{()”“*;y
. . . . . ), S1IgNIying dcceased
First comes the application of the phonetic hieroglyphs to the BHIYING ¢ e
: : =) _ ¢, the name of the deceased
proper names of Greek and Roman private individuals. Since  _ ) be read anrrin.s

these were foreign to the Egyptian language it was only to be
expected, on the then fashionable Chinese analogy, that they
would be written phonetically. Champollion confirms this
expectation, beginning with the Barberini obelisk. He had shown
in the Lettre a M. Dacier that this carried the cartouches of the 37
Roman emperor Hadrian and his wife Sabina. He now points out
(p. 42) that the general inscription of the obelisk contains several
times a group of eight characters, and that this group is ‘in all cases
preceded by the most usual name of Osiris, and followed by two
characters, which, in all the manuscripts, on all the funerary stelae,
on the mummies, etc., regularly follow the name of the deceased —
before which with equal regularity occurs the name of Osiris just  38a, b
mentioned’.

The cight characters were obviously a name. Application of the
phonetic values to them yielded ANTEIN.S: and since Hadrian
had a much-commemorated favourite who was drowned during
their visit to Egypt and whose name was Antinous, there could be
no doubt at all that this was the name intended and that the
obelisk must have been carved in his memory.
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Other obelisks of the Roman period are now made to yield other
names, the most certain being Lucilius, Sextus, and Africanus, cach
of them being followed by the hicroglyph for man .

The deductions drawn by Champollion from these results
(p. 48) arc that in Roman times at least there existed two separate
orders of sign — phonetic and idcographic — and that these could be
used together in the same inscription without any special dis-
tinguishing mark to show which was which. There was no
warning sign to indicate phonectic usage.

Champollion now pauses and invites us to consider these
deductions in the light of a further fact. The hicroglyphs of which
he has found phonectic values when they are used in proper names
are also the most frequently used hicroglyphs when there is no
question of names being intended. They constitute at least two-
thirds of all inscriptions of all cpochs. Are they, when they are not
applied to names, idcographic, as has been always thought? Or
can they still be phonetic — as the lack of any external differen-
tiating sign for proper names might lead one to suppose?

Champollion now recounts (p. 50) how he settled the question
for himself by a totally objective experiment (‘unc opération
toute matériclle’).

It will be remembered that the alphabet as worked out from the
Greek and Roman royal cartouches contained numerous homo-
phones (2 and <~ for k,1 and — for s, ctc.), which could be used
as alternatives. Champollion decided to take two hieroglyphic
texts containing the same material, and to work through them
noting down all the alternative spellings of ordinary words which
occurred. He collated several texts in this manner (the fact that he
was able to do so at all shows what enormous progress in discovery
and publication had been made in the previous twenty years), and
after extracting from them the signs that seemed to alternate in
arbitrary fashion n the spelling of the same words he found that
he had ‘produced a table which was a veritable copy, almost a
replica, of the phonctic alphabet formed from the Greek and
Roman proper names’ (p. 52).

Readers who fmd it dithcult to visualize Champollion’s experi-
ment may be helped by an English example. A search through the
different ways of spelling English proper names would reveal
some homophones — for instance s and z i Isaac/lzaac. Susic/
Suzie; ¢ andj in Gill/Jill. Now if we scarched with equal diligence
through the spellings of ordinary words we would find the same
letters alternating — for instance jeopardisefjeopardize; gibe/jibe.
This would show that the same rules of usage must apply to the
letters whichever category of word they are used in. Of course the
analogy 1s only a rough one. In Egyptian the apparent homophones
arc more numecrous, and the pictorial nature of the characters
makes the conclusion more surprising.

Since the only possible non-bizarre explanation for this
phenomenon was that the hicroglyphs in question were equally
phonectic in value whether being employed in proper names or in
ordinary words, the script must be to a large extent a phonetic one.
Morcover, continued Champollion, it must be alphabetic, not
syllabic, though to the pattern of Hebrew or Arabic where the
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vowecl-notation 1s less regular than in our own. For a sign might
stand either for the consonant itself or for the consonant followed
by a vowel (c.g. the open-hand t in ‘Traianos’, ‘Tiberius’, ‘auTo-
krator’). A vowel-sign might or might not be added (c.g.
tmitans, tmtians, tmitians, tomtins, ctc., for ‘Domitianos’). As for the
precise sound values represented by his hicroglyphic alphabet,
Champollion considered that the Hebrew alphabet offered the
most helpful analogies, and the rest of his third chapter is spent
considering them.

This discussion of principles completed, the tour is now
resumed. The fourth chapter shows us phonetic hieroglyphs being
employed for writing ordinary wordsand grammatical inflections.
Sign-groups that can be identified from their contexts on funerary
stelae, as indicating degrees of relationship such as son, daughter,
father, mother, brother, sister, and two groups identifiable on the
Rosctta Stone as indicating king and place, are seen to yield on the
hypothesis of the alphabetic values (sometimes helped out by
the assumption of still more homophones) recognizable Coptic
words. But more persuasive even than these words 1s their com-
bination with the appropriate Coptic masculine, feminine, and
plural forms of the article (p, f, n), and most persuasive of all is the
coherent system of demonstrative adjectives (his father [ her father:
his mother | her mother, etc.) and pronouns. The evidence, mainly
from funcrary stelae, was corroborated not only by the Rosctta
Stone (‘received the kingdom from his father’), but also by obelisk
inscriptions — such as that of the Pamphili obelisk in the Piazza
Navona which carries the cartouche of Domitian and refers to ‘his

father Vespasian® and ‘his brother Titus’.

Where the evidence of common words, grammatical forms,
context, history, and a bilingual all pointed in the same direction,
little corroborative weight could be added by a single small detail.
Nevertheless, Champollion tells us (p. 77) that one of the things
that contributed most powerfully to convince him personally of
the general use of the phonctic hieroglyphs was the coincidence
between the hieratic and demotic forms of the horned viper and
of the Coptic letter fei, and the fact that in both Hieroglyphic and
Coptic it was this letter which was employed to denote the sound

fof the third person pronoun.
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39 Champollion’s discovery
of grammatical forms in
hicroglyphic writing. a, a
section of his table showing
hicroglyphic groups
compared to the Coptic
demonstrative pronouns
ntf or ntof *he' (1), nak or
nek ‘to you' (2), naf or nef
‘to him’ (3); b, his drawing
ot the ancient Egyptian
forms (hicroglyphic, lincar
hieroplyphic, hiceratic,
demotic) ot the Coptic
letter * Y’ ¢, detail of the
Rosctta Stone, showing three
occurrences (here shown in
a darker tone) of the group

——
~n

marking the third person of
the future plural (Coptic
senefsena)

recognized by him as

39a

39¢

39b
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f{ r‘::[ﬂ @ m@ In his' fifth chapter Champpllion presents us with the phonetic-

ally written names of Egyptian deities. Their occurrence on the

monuments is not only frequent, as one might expect, but also

{’ @ a casily detectable, for the name of a god 1s always followed by a

ﬁ} j ‘species sign’, as Champollion called it. This meant that he could

L . P make a full collection of the names of gods as they were written in

. y hieroglyphic, and indeed in hieratic too. Since a large number of

0 i L_—s-ﬂ R names of Egyptian gods had been transmitted to us by Greek and

B ?l BL Roman authors, this list offered a good test for the applicability of

' the phonetic values. In the event Champollion has no difficulty in

40 Champollion’s showing us the spelled-out names of numerous deitices, of which
decipherment of the names 8 . S A

& Berypidinagedsin three arc here illustrated. His full st included Amun, R¢, Ptah,

hicroglyphic writing. a, Satis, Anukis, Tefnut, Nut, Osiris, Arouéris, Anubis, Amset, Bes,
amn — Ammon; b, pthi— Apis, Sobek and Apopis. But though the gods’ names may be
Prah; ¢, anp — Anubis written phonectically, they might also be written, for brevity or

display, idcographically, either by representation or by symbol.
Examples of the first method were Amun indicated by the conven-
tional picture of a god, but with a ram’s head, Anubis with the head
m] of a jackal, and so forth: examples of the second were an obelisk
% = ﬂ for Amun, a solar disk and uraeus for Ré¢, a Nilometer for Ptah.
Sometimes these methods might be employed simultancously, as
in the sccond example of Anubis’ name.
] Having scen a number of divine names we can now be shown
<§- the names of individuals, which were largely composed from
p— them. This fact was already known from personal names recorded
in Greek and Coptic — Ammonius, Pctosiris, ctc. Archaeological

% é’ i | discovery had now made it possible to compare these with a vast
number of names from actual burials. The names in the hiero-
glyphic script were always followed by the ‘species-sign’ for maN

41 Champollion's or WOMAN, as the case might be. There could therefore be no

decipherment of individual mistake n their location. Reproduced here are three examples.

Egyptian names in Champollion illustrates some fifty or sixty.

I(:lj;?flenyal/;l/;gmll’:inmn- Foreign names, ordinary words, articles, pronouns, grammatical

b amns MAN P inflections, divine names, ordinary private names — clearly the

¢, amnst WOMAN phonctic hicroglyphs were used in all these categories. But so far

Amonsct none of the evidence used has been clearly datable to Pharaonic

times. It is still just conceivable that the alphabetic use of the hicro-
glyphs was an innovation introduced into Egypt by the Greceks.
To disprove this Champollion now invites us to inspect the
obclisks and other great monuments which were generally con-
sidered (e.g. by Zoéga) to be ancient. These contain the same
grammatical forms, the same ordinary words, the same divine
names as the inscriptions of Gracco-Roman times. If they are
phonetic in the latter case, they must be so in the former. But more
interesting 1s the occurrence on the ancient monuments of the
same royal titles as are found on the Ptolemaic.
We have seen some Ptolemy cartouches, and may have noticed
3s5a, ¢ that they contain more signs than are nceded to spell his name. To
judge from the Greek text of the Rosetta Stone these signs ought
to carry the meaning ‘ever-living, loved by Ptah’. Transliterated
according to Champollion’s phonetic values the final signs read
pt.mai. If the still-undeciphered third sign is given the value b, the
phrase will be plausible Coptic for ‘Ptah-loved’. Confirmation of
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42 Alabaster vase with
bilingual inscription, ¢. 460
BC. a, the vase; b,
Champollion’s drawing of
the inscriptions; ¢, his
transliteration ot the
hieroglyphic text into letters
ot the Coptic alphabet.
khschearscha is the name of
Xerxes. irina was taken by
Champollion to mean
Iranian.
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this 1s the frequency with which the same three signs occur after
the name of Amun n royal titles at Karnak. They ought then to
mean ‘loved by Amun’. Was this a royal title? There 1s evidence
that it was. 6v Ay gidet, S Anpor ayaz@ (‘whom Ammon
loves’, ‘whom Ammon cherishes’) are descriptions or titles of the
Pharaoh in Hermapion’s obelisk translation preserved in the text
of the Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus. The Pharaoh
concerned is said to be Rameses. If this is true, then the title must
be an ancient one.

Champollion proceeds to show us parallels to other titles pre-
served in Hermapion’s translation (e.g. fj 1 97 ms cops on the
Flaminian obelisk for Hermapion’s fsoyévvyros ‘god-engen-
dered’), and afterwards to assemble from the monuments a collec-
tion of previously unattested titles formed in the same general
manner and phonetically expressed.

[t 15 still, however, not absolutely certain that the monuments
on which these titles appear are pre-Greek. To make it so, the
cartouches of pre-Greek Pharaohs have to be identified.

This is the purpose of Champollion’s eighth chapter. Its first
exhibit is the name of the Persian king, Xerxes, written in both
cunciform and hieroglyphic characters on the Caylus alabaster 42
vase we have discussed on page 74. This proves that the phonetic
hieroglyphs go back to at lcast 460 Bc, and therefore pre-date
Greek rule in Egypt.
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43 Basalt sphinx of Achéris,
XXIX Dynasty (scealso
trontispicce); below,

detail of the titles and
cartouches of Achoris

There are also in Paris two basalt sphinxes which date from the
comparatively brief period in the fourth century when Egypt
recovered her independence from Persia. They bear the names of

43 Nepherites and of Achoris.

To cstablish this result and to clear his way for the rest of the
chapter Champollion had to prove, against Young, that each king
had two cartouches, one giving his titles, the other his name, with
the formula sche-ré (‘child of the sun’) coming in between. The
unfortunate Young had taken this intervening formula to mean
‘son’. Champollion points out that if this were so one would
expect to find the second cartouche of one king recurring as the
first cartouche of another, since according to Manetho’s king-
lists many a Pharaoh was succeeded by his son. But this never
happens. Moreover the cartouches of the Roman emperors
Tiberius, Gaius (Caligula), Nero, and Domitian arc preceded by
this formula — yet none of them had sons! On the other hand the
sign-groups of the first cartouches generally make plausible sense
as titles when transliterated according to the phonetic values, e.g.
autokrator, amun-mai, etc.

This point clear, Champollion is free to march back into the

44 past, reading the names of fifteen further Pharaohs, the earliest
being of Dynasty X VIII. This is the climax of the tour. There can
no longer be any doubt that the phoneticism of the hieroglyphs is
original. It 1s also the most immediately useful discovery. For the
identification of so many cartouches will enable many temples and
other buildings to be securely dated for the first time.

The practical part of the Précis is now concluded. There follows
a long ninth chapter of over a hundred pages in which Cham-
pollion sets out his general conclusions on the Egyptian writing
system as a whole. He describes the different scripts, and how they
were written; analyses the sign-forms and the three different ways
by which, according to him, they could convey meaning (pic-
torially, symbolically, phonetically); surveys the history of
modern opinion on the subject; and gives a new interpretation of
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the main ancient Greek account. By no means all of what he says
in this chapter would be considered correct today. For instance his
distinction between directly pictorial and symbolic signs is not a
very uscful one, whereas he takes no account of the important
distinction between logograms which give information and
determinatives which classify information otherwise given. In
defending the numerous homophones of his alphabet he invokes
the rather questionable principle of acrophony (arguing that an
Egyptian would readily recognize the object depicted, its name,
and the initial sound of that name, so that rcading it correctly
would present no great problem cither of skill or of memory), but
does not notice the specifically bi-consonantal or tri-consonantal
values of some of the signs. He is wrong too in supposing that
Horapollo’s interpretations refer only to allegorical bas-reliefs,
and the ingenious interpretation of the famous Clement passage
put forward by himself in conjunction with Letronne — that the
phrase odta atoryeia (‘first elements’) refers to the alphabet of
the phonetic hicroglyphs — 1s open to objection.!?

44 Champollion’s
decipherment of the names
of early Egyptian Pharaohs.
a, cartouche on the Campus
Martius obelisk brought to
Rome by Augustus, revealed
by Champollion’s alphabet as
being the name of’
Psammetichos (psmtk);

b, various forms of the
cartouche of Rameses I, as
drawn by Champollion.
According to his alphabet
they read: 1 renss,

2 amnm remss,

3 amnm Rf mss,

4 amn rmss m,

s AMON RE m mss,

6 amn remss m; ¢, the
cartouches on the so-called
Colossus of Memnon, and
Champollion’s drawing of
them. The statue is known to
have been really that of
Amenophis, and on
Champollion’s alphabet the
first four signs ot the second
cartouche read amnph
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But these are trivial points in comparison to the overwhelming
correctness of the decipherment as a whole. Champollion’s
decipherment was accepted by Sacy, in an admirablereview which
appeared in the middle of 1825, as being already beyond the nced
for confirmation. Champollion was enabled to travel to Italy to
work on the Egyptian collections there, and afterwards to Egypt
and Nubia. On his return a Chair was created for him at the
College de France, but his health broke down. He died, after a
series of strokes, within a very short time of taking up his duties, at
the age of forty-one — tragically early for a man who still had so
much to contribute to the world. He had, however, completed
his Egyptian Grammar. This was seen through the press by his
elder brother who had from the beginning been his constant pro-
tector and promoter, and who was himself an ancient historian.

But success attracts jealousy. Neither the personal career of
Champollion nor the public reputation of his decipherment en-
joyed quite the plain sailing that this summary description would
suggest. Criticism ranged in tone from the inanities of Young
(‘Champollion’s conjectural Coptic’, ‘his precipitation and love
of system’ — letters of 7 July 1827 and 24 November 1827) to the
venom of Klaproth (‘M. Champollion’s versatility of mind’ —
Examen 41, 53), to the obstinacy of Sir George Lewis who forty
years on was still stating firmly that the Egyptian language,
having died out, was in theory irrecoverable and any decipher-
ment that claimed to be recovering it must in principle be wrong.
In substance the criticisms bore a quite remarkable similarity to the
criticisms of more recent decipherments, and will be discussed
briefly later on (see pages 114, 177). Their main usefulness today is
to serve as a reminder that there can be smoke without fire; for
Champollion’s decipherment has stood the test of one and a half
centuries, and its essential correctness has been repeatedly con-
firmed by new evidence.



PART TWO CUNEIFORM

Chapter Four

Persian Cuneiform

Your majesty shall shortly have your wish
And ride in triumph through Persepolis.

Marlowe’s Tamburlaine, overhearing these words, was fired to
treason and to the usurpation of the crown of Persia, so desirable
did it secem to him to have Persepolis. But Marlowe could have
known neither what Persepolis looked like, nor where it was.
Persepolis, the scat of Darius the Great, Xerxes, and the subsequent
kings of the Achacmenid dynasty, was generally located at the site
of the modern town of Shiraz,! while the actual ruins of the
Achaemenid palace (locally known as Chehel minar, ‘“The Forty
Pollars’) were identified as the courts of Jamshid.

The correct identification of Persepolis was first made in 1618
by the Spanish ambassador to Persia, Garcia Silva Figueroa.
Figueroa disliked the country, and was particularly disappointed
in the squalor and modernity of its towns, built as they were of
crude brick, ‘a transient material, unlikely to last for days, let
alone years’. But he was correspondingly impressed by the clean-
cut lines, beauty, and permanence of the ruins of Persepolis. He
devoted a thousand words to them in the very short account of the
country which he published on his return to Europe. He identified
them correctly on the grounds of the descriptions of the site given
by the ancient authors Quintus Curtius, Diodorus, and Plutarch,
pointed out the unique value of the bas-reliefs in preserving evi-
dence of Achacmenid life and clothing, and gave the first-ever
description of cuneiform.

Therc isa remarkable inscription carved on black jasper. Its charac-
ters arc still clear and sparkling [integrae et venustae], astonishingly
free from damage or deterioration despite their very greatage. The
letters themselves are neither Chaldean nor Hebrew nor Greek nor
Arabic nor of any people that can be discovered now or to have
ever cxisted. They are triangular, in the shape of a pyramid or
miniature obelisk, as illustrated in the margin, and are all identical
except in position and arrangement. But the resulting composite
characters are extraordinarily decisive and distinct.

For the marginal illustration of this fine description, Figueroa’s
printer saw fit to use an equilateral triangle or Greek capital delta.
This stood for over thirty years as the only published specimen of
cuneiform script.

The first published picture of Persepolis was a composite view
of the site by the Englishman Thomas Herbert who spent two days

45

Persepolis
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45 Persepolis. Processional
stairway with the Palace of

Darius in the background
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46

there at the end of 1626.2 Herbert and his companions ‘noted
above a dozen lynes of strange characters, very faire and apparent
to the eye, but so mysticall, so odly framed, as no Hieroglyphick,
no other decp conceit can be more difficultly fancied, more
adverse to the intellect.” He remarked that the characters were
arranged ‘in such simmetry and order as cannot well be called bar-
barous’, and that they undoubtedly formed intelligible writing
which might perhaps ‘conceale some excellent matter, though to
this day wrapt up in the dim leaves of envious obscuritie’, but
added nothing substantial to Figucroa’s account.

Between the visits of Figueroa and Herbert, Persepolis had been
visited, also for two days, by the Italian Pictro della Valle, whom
we have already scen as a promoter of Coptic studies (page 37):
He was there on 13 and 14 October 1621, and a few days later
wrote a letter from Shiraz describing what he had scen and
including a specimen drawing of five characters of the script. The
letter was not, however, published until 1657. Pictro pointed out
that there were two types of figure, one pyramidal and one
angular (which he thought thinner), and that the characters were
differentiated only by the number and arrangement of these two
primary components. He also dealt with the direction of the
writing, saying that since the lines were all filled up with no
spaces left at the end 1t was impossible to be certain, but the direc-
tion of the vertical strokes in the second and third signs of those he
had drawn, and of the transverse stroke in the fourth, inclined him
to favour a left-to-right direction. This 1s in fact correct. Finally,
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46 The first published
example of a cunciform
mscription. Pictro della
Valle (1657)

47 The first published
drawing of Persepolis.
Herbert (1634)
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56b

49

50, 53

SI, 54

he raised the question whether the characters were letters or word-
signs, that 1s to say phonetic or ideographic, but felt unable to
answer 1it.

Unlike the Egyptian hieroglyphs, the Persepolis script aroused
at this time little public curiosity. The newly formed Royal
Society of London, in drawing up its list of scientific requirements
under the heading of Persia (Philosophical Transactions 1 1667,
p. 420) enumerated various desiderata of knowledge about the
state of Persian scholarship, trade, and industrial processes, and
expressed the wish to have a draughtsman copy ‘the Excellent
Pictures and Basse Relieves that are about Persepolis at Chilmenar’,
but included no mention at all of the inscriptions.

This may have been because of doubt whether they were really
writing after all. In the much enlarged 1677 edition of his book,
Herbert referred to scepticism of this nature, but dismissed 1it,
saying, ‘It 1s not to be 1magined that they were placed either to
amuse or delude the spectators.” That, however, was very much
the view of Thomas Hyde, the Regius Professor of Hebrew and
Laudian Professor of Arabic at the University of Oxford.

Hyde is an outstanding example of how wrong a professor, in
his case a double professor, can be. In his book on Persia (1700) he
was tetchy about the Sassanid inscriptions (see pages 97-8), regret-
ting their survival as a triviality that was likely to waste a lot of
people’s time in future. He missed the point of the scene above the
royal tombs, identifying the aerial figure as the soul of the king
departing in a cloud instead of Ahura Mazda hovering on wings.
He was almost absurd in his conclusions on the cuneiform inscrip-
tions. He argued that the characters could not be letters because
they were each separated by a point (in fact the points are not in the
original);3 they could not be whole words after the fashion of
Chinese, since the Persians never wrote like that; and they could
not be syllables because Persian words, and particularly Persian
names, were polysyllabic. Therefore they could not be writing.
Their true purpose was revealed by the fact that the same charac-
ters were never repeated. They were therefore an experiment by
the original architect to see how many different combinations and
arrangements he could create from a single element.*

There was, however, one positive contribution which Hyde
made to the study of the script — its modern name. It was he who
coined the word cuneiform (pp. s17, $26 ductuli pyramidales sei
Cuneiformes).

Further illustrations both of the carvings and of the inscriptions
at Persepolis were soon to be published by Chardin, a Frenchman
who lived in London and who had visited Persia twice (1664-70,
1671-7), and Kaempfer, a physician who travelled extensively, and
who visited Persepolis in 1686. Though Chardin did not do the
drawings himself, and Kaempfer was more than usually ill-served
by his engraver,5 their illustrations were a decided improvement
on what had gone before. Moreover both of them contributed
observations of some importance. Chardin attempted to count
the number of characters, making the total over fifty. Kaempfer,
by noticing that some characters were unique to some inscriptions,
was the first to suggest that different scripts might be represented.
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They disagreed on the nature of the writing, Chardin thinking it
alphabetic, on the somewhat inadequate ground that hieroglyphs
would not need to be separated by punctuation, and Kaempfer,
more sensibly, but as it turned out wrongly, thought it more likely
to be ideographic, like Chinese, because of the great number of
possible different characters. Both published inscriptions of
sufficient length— Chardin approximately a hundred and Kaempfer
approximately five hundred characters — to include repetitions of
the same sign and thus rule out Hyde’s fanciful hypothesis.®

A very much more substantial publication was soon to follow.
This was by the Dutch traveller Cornelis de Bruin, more gener-
ally known under the French form of his name, Le Brun. He had
sailed from Holland to Archangel in the summer of 1701 and
stayed for more than two ycars each in Russia, Persia, and the East
Indies before arriving home in October 1708. While in Persia he
spent three months at Persepolis, drawing and copying. His book
came out in 1714. The section of it devoted to Persepolis con-
tained some sixty plates (Chardin and Kaempfer had given about
twenty each), and included copies of five inscriptions, of a total
length of some two thousand characters. In his text Le Brun was
severely critical of the accuracy of his predecessors, but his own
illustrations were by no mecans faultless enough to warrant his
severity (compare Ills. so, 52 and 56a). He made no novel contri-
bution of his own to the study of the writing, but the scale on
which he published the inscriptions made 1t possible for the first
time to study them with an appreciation of their context, range,
and variety.

Persian Cuneiform

48 Persepolis. Scene from
royal tomb. Hyde (1700)
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49 Persepolis. Cunciform
inscription. Hyde (1700)
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55
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s0-52 Persepolis. Scene from 78 ///4/, v
sal b. F Chardi
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and Le Brun (1718)

respectively

53—55 Persepolis.
Window-frame inscription,
as rendered by Chardin
(1711), Kaempter (1712), and
Le Brun (1718) respectively
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56 Persepolis. Achaemenid
sculpture. a, scene i the top
register of the tomb of
Artaxerxes 15 b, Ahura
Mazda, from the east door
of the Tripylon of the
palace

57 Persepolis. Inscription on
right side of the window
frame i the Palace of
Darius, on which the copies
opposite (53—55) were based
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- 58 Persepolis. Inscription and
bas-reliet from the northern
stairway of the apadana of the
Palace of Darius.

a, photograph; b, as drawn
by Le Brun

59 Persepolis. Detail of the
mscription in ill. 58.
a, photograph; b, as drawn

by Niebuhr

Persian Cuneiform
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6o Perscpolis. Nicbuhr’s It was half a century before Le Brun’s work was to be super-
catalogue of the signs of seded. Carsten Niebuhr, whom we have already met in the streets
Persian cuneiform, together : : : j .. . . s
with his drawing.of one of of Cairo copying hlcroglyph1§, visited Per.sepolls too. Niebuhr’s
ilie Tioins : standards of accuracy were higher, and his approach was con-
siderably more scientific. Not only did he do some simple excava-
tion, clearing away the earth so as to be able to draw a lower
register of bas-reliefs which Le Brun had omitted, but, what is
much more important, he noticed that many of the inscriptions
were duplicated so that he could check his readings of one against
another. Comparison of Ills. 58b, 60 and 57, s8a will demonstrate
Niebuhr’s superiority. Niebuhr also made some firm contribu-
tions in his theoretical discussion of the writing. He was able to
confirm beyond doubt its left-to-right direction from the fact that
the linc-endings in the duplicate inscriptions did not always come
in the same place. He distinguished clearly the three types of script.
60  And he attempted, with fair success, to isolate the scparate charac-
ters of the simplest of them.

These conclusions were to be endorsed by Sacy in 1792,7 and
ten years later were to form the material basis for Grotefend’s
partial decipherment of Persian cuneiform. But the tools for this
decipherment had been forged elsewhere, as we shall see in the
next section.

Palmyra merchants and Persian kings

In the last section we traced the history of the Persepolis inscrip-
tions from their first discovery to their eventual efficient publica-
tion and classification by Niebuhr. In this section we must explore
the history of the decipherments of the Palmyrene and Sassanian
inscriptions. Their importance for the decipherment of cuneiform
was twofold. They demonstrated by example that decipherment
was possible, and they generated techniques which were to be
cmployed by Grotefend.

The city of Palmyra, situated at an oasis in the middle of the
Syrian desert, lived in great prosperity off the caravan trade be-
tween the Roman empire and the East. But in the third century of
our era it became over-ambitious, attempted to proclaim its own
emperor (Odaenathus, the husband of its famous queen, Zenobia),
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and was destroyed by Aurelian in AD 273. The ruins are well
preserved and include many inscriptions in Greek, in Aramaic, and
in both together. The Aramaic script is ultimately the same as the
Syriac which was known from Christian manuscripts, but its
Palmyra form was unfamiliar. When the inscriptions first reached
Europe in the early seventeenth century they gave rise to some
absurd false decipherments. For instance, in 1632 Samuel Petit in
a letter to Peiresc turned the Aramaic half of a text which the
Grecek partshowed to be a straightforward dedicatory plaque into
a cride caeur of the last days of Zenobia.

During the remainder of the century the number of known
Palmyra inscriptions gradually grew as the result of travellers’
visits, but the copices of the non-Grecek part were in general so bad
as to be virtually useless. Nevertheless, on the strength of them
Leibnitz was able to point out the correct theoretical path to their
understanding by decipherment, or decoding as he called it,8 in a
letter of January 1714:

In Palmyra and elsewhere in Syria and its neighbouring countries
there exist many ancient double inscriptions, written partly in
Greck and partly in the language and characters of the local people.
These ought to be copied with the greatest care from the original
stones. It might then prove possible to assemble the Alphabet, and
eventually to discover the nature of the language. For we have the
Greek version, and there occur proper names, whose pronuncia-
tion must have been approximately the same in the native language
as in the Greek.

61 Carsten Niebuhr,
17331815

I believe this to be the first mention of the utility of proper names
in decipherment. It was certainly borne out by future events. All
the decipherments in this book bar one have had as their starting-
point the location and identification of proper names.

The first accurate publication of the Palmyra inscriptions
(twenty-six Greek, thirteen Palmyrene) was that which resulted
from the expedition to the Near East of Dawkins and Wood. In
the text of their book (1753) they spend less than five hundred
words on the inscriptions. Even so they apologize for devoting
time, space, and expense on a matter of interest to so few. The
main point that they make is that the Greek and Palmyrene, when
found together, must say the same thing. Their grounds for so
thinking arc that where words are repeated in the Greek, the
Palmyrene text too shows repeated words: also that in one inscrip-
tion there arc crasures at the same place in both texts. The two
inscriptions pointed out by Dawkins and Wood as the most cer-
tain to be bilingual are those illustrated overleaf. 62

Decipherment followed with extreme rapidity. Indeed there
were two decipherments, carried out independently, one in
Oxford by Swinton and one in Paris by the Abbé Barthélemy,
and with 1dentical results. Since it was Barthélemy who published
first — his paper was rcad to the Académie des Inscriptions on 12
February 1754, Swinton’s to the Royal Society on 20 June — it is
Barthélemy who 1s always, and rightly, given the credit.

After a brief account of previous attempts (which had been so
unsuccessful that in 1706 a ban had been placed on discussion of
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62 Bilingual
Greek/Palmyrene inscriptions
published by Dawkins and
Wood

63
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the matter in the Académic untl new evidence came to light) and
some preliminary remarks on method (rejection of the temptation
to search for a similar-looking alphabet or even worse for similar-
looking letters from different alphabets; assertion of the prlnuplc
that internal evidence and consistency is what matters; warning
that in an oriental alphabet, at least in its monumental form,
vowel-signs are likely to be lacking), Barthélemy began with the
two inscriptions singled out by Dawkins and Wood. They con-
sisted mainly of proper names, and the letter-values gained from
them were cnough to give Barthélemy the major part of the
alphabet, which he knew from information given by Epiphanius,
a fourth-century Bishop of Salamis in Cyprus, as likely to be the
same as or very close to the Syriac (adv. Her. 11ii 629). The process
of matching was comparatively easy, but not automatic, as can be
seen 1f we transliterate the part common to both inscriptions into
our own alphabet, using capitals for the Greek and lower case for
Barthélemy’s Palmyrene:

SEPTIMION WORODEN TON KRATISTON

sptmiws wdwd qdtstws
EPITROPON SEBASTU DUKENARION
‘ptdp’ dqnd’
KAl ARGAPETEN IULIOS
w ‘dgpt’ 'qim 1wlis
AURELIOS
>wdlis

The letter values in the only two Syriac words in this passage, rau
(‘and’) and aqim (‘set up’) were all confirmed by their occurrences
in the proper names. The similarity of the forms of r and d (trans-
literated above as d), when unpointed, is characteristic of Syriac,
and the borrowing of the Greek title epitropos for ‘procurator’ was
already known to occur in it. There was n fact no room to doubt
the correctness of Barthélemy’s solution, and he himself made no
great claims for it as an achievement, admitting that it had only



taken him two days. Historically of course the inscriptions are of
interest, for though the two with which we have been concerned
are mercly plaques for statues set up to a local grandee, the names
and titles give us an extraordinary view of the mixture of influences
in Palmyra life. Worod is a Persian name, Septimius a Latin one —
perhaps indicating that Worod’s family had received Roman
citizenship from Septimius Severus. Of his three titles epitropos is
the Greek cquivalent for the Roman procurator, ducenarius a Latin
word for having a salary of 200,000 sesterces, and argapetes a
Persian rank, meaning something like commandant. From further
inscriptions we know that Worod had held other offices and that
he organized caravans. But for the most part the inscriptions are in
Greek as well as in Aramaic, and the discovery of how to read the
latter adds only, as Barthélemy said, a certain depth of flavour to
our picture of Palmyra life.

Nevertheless, Barthélemy’s was the first successful decipher-
ment of an ancient script. He followed it up a few years later with
work on the Phocnician alphabet, but from our point of view the
most important next step was Sacy’s decipherment of Sassanian
Persian in 1787.

Inscriptions in Greek and two unknown scripts accompanying
rock-carvings below the Achaemenid tombs at Nags-i-Rustam
near Persepolis were known from the time of Flower and Chardin,
and reproduced by Hyde in his book in 1700. Hyde himself
scorned them in grand academic manner. ‘Travellers’ graffiti . . . a
monument of ill-writing and inexpert sculpture . . . late, insignifi-
cant, and scarcely worth the trouble of solving.” He thought that
the unknown writing, for what it was worth, was most like the
Palmyrene, and probably Phoenician. The right answer was
Aramaic, but since Aramaic and Phoenician are closely related,
this conjecture of Hyde’s was not far from the truth.

Barthélemy (and before him Lacroze) agreed with Hyde on the
affinity of the writing to that of Palmyra, but differed from him in
regarding it as Persian, not foreign. For this they had the good
authority of Epiphanius who, just before his mention of the
Palmyrenc alphabet as having twenty-two letters, tells us that ‘the
majority of Persians employ Syriac writing (Suréi grammati) as
second to their own (meta Persika stoicheia) just as with ourselves
most peoples use Greek writing though almost all have their own
local script’. But neither of them could seriously attempt a
decipherment for the lack of any rehable copy.

When Sacy took up the problem (for a paper read to the
Académie des Inscriptions in 1787) he had Nicbuhr’s copies to
work on. The text of the two Greek inscriptions was in all essen-
tials clear. I translate his French version of them (p. 62):

This 1s the figure of the servant of Ormuzd, the god Ardeschir,
king of kings of Iran, of the race of the gods, son of the god Babec,
the king.

and

This s the figure of the servant of Ormuzd, the god Sapor, king of
kings of Iran and Touran, of the race of the gods; son of the servant
of Ormuzd, the god Ardeschir, king of kings of Iran, of the race of
the gods; grandson of the god Babec, the king.
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Ardashir, the founder of the Sassanid dynasty, who died in
AD 240, holds the same place in the historical consciousness of
Persia as William the Conqueror does in that of England. Real
history begins with him. Sacy therefore had no difficulty in show-
ing that the Greek ‘Artaxaros’ must refer to him, or in identifying
his father and son, Papak and Shapur.

Next he turned to the titles. ‘King of kings’ (schahinschah) was
still in use in Persia: Byzantine diplomatic correspondence
showed that it dated back to Sassanid times, and indeed Parthian
coins authenticated it for the previous Arsacid dynasty (247 BCc—
AD 227). Similarly ‘god” was found as a title of Arsacid and Sas-
sanian kings in the same sources. As for ‘of the race of gods’, Sacy
could quote from a Christian martyrology a reply of Shapur’s to
the Christians, ‘Do you not realize that I am of the race of gods?’
The word Masdasnos which occurred in the Greek text and was
not a Greek word was shown by Parsee literature to be a Persian
one, ‘mazdayasnian’ meaning ‘Mazda-worshipping’: in confir-
mation of this it was known from Greek history that Ardashir and
the Sassanids were keen restorers of Zoroastrianism.
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These observations on the Greek text made the historical con-
text of the inscriptions abundantly clear. They were Sassanid
Persian. Persian should therefore be the language of at least once
of the unknown scripts.

But before considering the question of language, Sacy, like
Barthélemy before him and following the precepts of Leibnitz,
concentrated his attention on the proper names. The first problem
was to locate them. Sacy’s own sketch shows which phrases of the
Greck he took as corresponding to groups in the second of the two
unknown texts (now known to be the Parthian one).® His primary
aid in working out the scheme was, he tells us, the repeated word
masdasnou, and the first name he tackled that of Papakou, whose
location in the undeciphered script ought to be — and was — given
away by the repetition of the letter for p. This yiclded the charac-
ters for p, a, and k. The a recurred at the beginning of the group for
Ardashir, and the p in the group for Shapur; the r and §'in the last
two names confirmed one another; masdasnou (already recog-
nized as a Persian word) gave the character for m, which looked
recognizably like the Syriac letter-form for m, and this in its turn
gave away the location of malcan malca for ‘king of kings’, the k
sound being confirmed by its occurrence in Papak.

Although the phrase malcan malca is Semitic, Sacy showed from
a text published by Anquetil Duperron that it was used in Pahlavi.
Sacy attributed the phenomenon to linguistic borrowing, but it
is in fact an example of xenography. What is written is the foreign
word, what i1s pronounced is the domestic one. A Persian reading
malcanmalca would have said ‘Sahin3ah’, just as in English when we
read Ib we say ‘pound’ not ‘libra’.10

Sacy procceded in the same manner with the second, very
similar, script (now known as Sassanian),® identifying first the
proper names and then a number of vocabulary words (seven of
them genuinely Persian, five Aramaic xenograms). This was not
enough in itself to shed a flood of new light on Persian, but it was
enough to confirm the date and language of the Nags-i-Rustam
inscriptions, and the fact that the scripts were both a form of
Aramaic.

The principal contribution of Sacy’s work on the Sassanid
inscriptions to the history of decipherment lay not so much in his
particular conclusions, successful though they were, as in the
example of his method. In particular it showed the use of a know-
ledge of royal genealogies and titles. The hint was taken up and
was to lead to Grotefend’s partial decipherment of Persian cunei-
form.

The decipherment of Persian cuneiform

Persian cuneiform was the first script to be deciphered without the
aid of a bilingual; this was accomplished, not by a sudden coup,
but in three stages. The first was Grotefend’s identification of the
proper names and titles of the Persian kings who had caused the
inscriptions to be carved, thus enabling potentially correct
phonctic values to be allocated to a third of the characters. The
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sccond stage was the gradual and tentative decipherment of the
remainder under the guidance of the newly born science of com-
parative philology. Finally, the amount of text available was
multiplied many times, the decipherment was completed and
confirmed, and a satisfactory translation of the whole corpus pub-
lished by Rawlinson. We must look in turn at cach of these stages.

Georg Fricdrich Grotefend was not an orientalist but a Gottingen
teacher who was interested in the problems of decipherment and
who set himself the challenge of the cuneiform inscriptions. His
progress exceeded his expectations, and in a few weeks he felt that
he had arrived at some solid results. In his later years he rather
tarnished his reputation by obstinately overrating their validity,
but his initial publication of them was the most modest possible. It
took the form of a paperread to the Gottingen literary socicty and
an anonymous routine summary of it, followed by points of criti-
cism, in the next number of the society’s journal.!! Grotefend
himself wrote nothing until asked by A. H. L. Heeren to contribute
an appendix explaining his decipherment to Hceeren’s book on
ancient economics.

Grotefend began from Niebuhr’s conclusions. He accepted that
the cuneiform characters were genuine writing, that they pro-
ceeded n all cases from left to right, that there were three separate
scripts represented in the Perscpolis inscriptions (to which he
added the Caylus vase, Ill. 42), and that the characters of the first of
them were as listed by Niebuhr. The first question he tackled was
whether the characters stood for letters, syllables, or words. Their
limited number made it impossible to suppose that they were
word-signs: the length of the sign-groups made it difficult to
suppose that the characters were syllabic, or the language would
have had to include words of up to ten syllables. So it had to be an
alphabet. The rather large number of letters could be accounted
for by long and short vowels being separately denoted.

Next, Grotefend invoked the analogy of the Sassanid inscrip-
tions as deciphered by Sacy. This led one to expect that the content
of the shorter inscriptions would be mainly the name and titles of
the king or kings concerned. The inscriptions werce certainly put
there by the builders of Perscpolis, and these almost certainly were
of the Achaemenid dynasty.!?

Taking as his pattern Sacy’s Sassanian titles and making the
consequential assumption that the most frequent sign-group
should occur in at least two inflections and represent the word for
‘king’, Grotefend proceeded to set up a hypothetical formula for
the shorter inscriptions:

x, great king, king of kings, son o fy (the king), in race Achaemenid
(?)...

Since the father in one set of inscriptions is in the other said to be
the son of a third person who is not described as a king, it follows
that we have to deal with a genealogy of thrce — x son of y son
of z, and that the dynasty was founded by y. Given the approxi-
mate date of the Persepolis palace there are two pairs of candidates,
Cyrus and Cambyses or Darius and Xerxes. Grotefend ruled out
the first pair on the ground that nonc of the sign-groups he had
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provisionally located as king-names began with the same letter.
This left the genealogy, known from Greek historians: Xerxes son
of Darius (who founded the dynasty) son of Hystaspes (who was
not a king).

It remained to discover the Persian form of these names. The
ancient Greek geographer Strabo had written the name of Darius
as Dareiaués: in Hebrew 1t was written Darievesh. Anquetil
Duperron, the eighteenth-century French translator of the Zend
Avesta whom Grotefend relied on for his knowledge of Persian,
indicated ‘Goshtasp’, ‘Kistasp’, and ‘Wistasp’ as possible pro-
nunciations for Hystaspes, and ksch as the sound transliterated x by
the Greeks. Now, the sign-group for the latest of the three kings
started with the same two characters as the word Grotefend had
provisionally located as meaning king. This was propitious. The
latest of the kings was Xerxes, and one of the words given for king
by Anquetil was khscheio.

Up to this point Grotefend’s arguments were sound and their
application to the inscriptions successful. They yielded more or
less plausible forms for the proper names and interlocking sound-
values for some of the characters (for example, the r in Darius and
in Xerxes). Unfortunately the knowledge of Old Persian that
could be gleaned from Anquetil Duperron was not enough to give
him a safe-conduct in his further progress. His translation of the
Darius inscription was none too encouraging — in English 1t would

go something like, ‘Darius, mighty king, king of kings, king of

65 Grotetend’s attempted
decipherment of Old Persian
cuneiform. From Heeren
(1815 edn)
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the Dahae [a rather remote Scythian tribe], son of Hystaspes, the
race of the ruler of the world. In the masculine constellation of
Moro of Ized’. Moreover the presentation of the decipherment
was incomplete. Grotefend gave no alphabet, and no indication of
how far his results were likely to be applicable to other inscriptions.

These criticisms, and more, were made in the report published
in the Gottingen Anzeiger. In his appendix to Heeren’s book in
1805 Grotefend tried to meet them. In view of the number of
times he was forced to assume two values for one sign or two
signs for one value, the number of mistakes he had to posit in the
copies of Niebuhr and Le Brun, and his own misprints and
mistakes in the specimen inscription illustrated, this publica-
tion of Grotefend’s served rather to discredit than confirm his
decipherment.!3

The next attempt on the script was by St Martin in 1822. It was
cursorily dismissed by Hincks (1847) as follows:

About twenty years after Grotefend M. St Martin corrected his
values of two letters and sought to rob him of the credit of having
discovered any. Out of France we apprehend that his labours will
be but little thought of.

Indeed the case looks cven worse. For the two letters whose
values were altered by St Martin occur in the name of Xerxes on
the Caylus vase, which is just where he had Champollion’s hiero-
glyphs to assist him. The rest of his results tally almost exactly with
Grotefend’s, though he claims to have rcached them by a different
and more scientific method. But since Grotefend’s decipherment
was only partially correct and his interpretation hardly at all, St
Martin is left in the untenable position of a schoolboy who has
copicd the answer from his neighbour, and the neighbour’s
answer is wrong. However, St Martin was consulted by Cham-
pollion who speaks of him with respect, so that one is reluctant
to think of him as a charlatan. The more charitable explanation 1s
that navigators with the same chart (Niebuhr’s copies) and the
same compass (Anquetil Duperron’s Avesta) were likely to run
on to the same rocks.

But there was soon to be a new compass. In 1826 a small but
important amendment to Grotefend’s alphabet was made by
Rasmus Christian Rask, a Danish scholar who had spent eight
years travelling in the East and who was, at the time, Professor of
the History of Literature in Copenhagen. By allotting the values
m to ~JT] and # to =< Rask was able to read both the dynastic
title Achaemenis, as had been originally desiderated by Grotefend
(see page 100), and the genitive plural -anam in the phrase ‘king of
kings’. ‘Rask observed’, to quote Hincks again, ‘that this was the
termination of the genitive plural in Sanskrit, and hence inferred
that the language of the inscriptions was allied to that —a discovery
that was the key to the interpretation of the inscriptions in fully as
great a degree as that of Grotefend was to the reading of them.’

With Rask wehave entered the second stage of the decipherment
of Persian cuneiform, and must interrupt the story for a moment
to look at the history of the Persian language. Modern Persian is
as much a descendant of the Persian spoken in the time of Darius as



modern Romance languages are descendants of Latin. In between
lie the languages of Middle Persian — Arsacid Pahlavi or Parthian
(247 BCc-AD 227), Sassanian (AD 227-652), and the so-called Book-
Pahlavi of the Zoroastrians in Persia and India, known from
translations of parts of the Avesta and commentaries on it. The
Avesta itself 1s earlier still and contains material of which some
may goback to the time of Zoroaster — perhapsthe seventh century
BC. Its language (which used to be known as Zend) 1s a sister
language to Old Persian, and was perhaps originally spoken in
eastern Iran. The writing down of the Avesta as we have it is of
course very much later.

These relationships were naturally not so clear at the beginning

of the nineteenth century; nor was the relationship of the Iranian
languages, considered as a whole, to other language groups. There
had been plenty of speculation. As early as 1598 the similarity
between Persian and German had been noticed by Lipsius, who
lists thirty-six nearly identical words in the two languages, as well
as sixteen which are nearly the same in Persian and Latin. He
explained them, however, as the result of borrowings, and thought
that the borrowings had probably been in both directions,
maintaining the view that all languages were mixed.'® This was
the normal view: seventeenth-century theories of language and
language growth were entirely vocabulary-oriented. They are
clearly put by Besoldus (1632, p. 74):
Language change originates with the common people, their
greater number winning. It is in markets with their indiscriminate
mixture of different peoples and different languages that new
words are always arising, and once born, like men, they inevitably
replace their predecessors.

The theory does not rule out the concept of descent. Besoldus
classed the Hebrew-like words, which he thought occurred in
every language, not as borrowings, but as survivals from the
original common language-spoken at the tower of Babel; and he
was aware that the Romance languages were descended from
Latin, the Greek dialects from a common Greek, and so on. But
the relationships and differences between languages were seen as
matters of degree, not of kind. They were to be measured arith-
metically by the number of common elements, not explained as a
manifestation of organic or structural change. Even Leibnitz
thought primarily in terms of vocabulary. He knew that there
were words shared by Greek, Latin, German, and Celtic (he
hesitated to include Persian), and in view of their very great
number he was prepared to consider a common origin for them,
and cven for the people who spoke them, in Scythia. But the ease
with which he thought words, even words for numerals, could be
borrowed from onc language to another, gave him pause, and he
put the suggestions forward merely as a speculation.!3

The first person to champion it as a hypothesis capable of proof
was Sir William Jones (the ‘Persian Jones’ of Dr Johnson’s club)
who was by profession a lawyer and who went out to Bengal to
serve as a judge in 1787. His views on an original common Indo-
European language were developed in a series of presidential
addresses to the Asiatic Society of Calcutta which he had founded.
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Jones had been profoundly impressed on his arrival in India by
the ‘astonishing resemblance’ between Sanskrit and both Greek
and Latin. The resemblance needed explanation, and the primary
principle of scientific explanation was simplicity of hypothesis.
Jones quoted Newton, ‘“We must not admit more causes of things
than those which are true and sufficiently account for natural
phenomena,” and Linnaeus, ‘In the beginning God created one
pair only of every living species that has a diversity of sex.” For
Nature does nothing in vain. Consequently there could have been
at first only one pair of human beings, and Jones pointed out that
arithmetically speaking there was nothing implausible about the
account in Genesis. Even with a comparatively low birth-rate
and making generous allowance for the depredations of war,
famine, and disease, a few thousand years was ample time for the
human population to have grown to its present extent. The same
went for languages. Unless fixed by writing, languages multiply
quickly. The families of Ham, Shem, and Japhet, migrating in
different directions after the Flood, and gradually diverging in
dialect, would have been enough to begin the process. There was
confirmation of this in the fact that the languages of the world
appcarcd to fall into three main groups. The two most obviously
homogeneous of these were that descended from Shem (which
we now call Semitic), and that descended from Ham (by which
Jones meant not the languages we now call Hamitic but Indo-
European, which he thought reached Europe from Egypt.16

ThetheoryofanIndo-Europeanlanguage thusfirstpromulgated
by Jones by means of arguments that seem to belong to another
world, was later to be placed on a very much firmer basis by Bopp
and Rask. Bopp, who spent five years in Paris under Sacy and
others studying oriental languages before becoming Professor of
Sanskrit in Berlin, published a full comparison of the Sanskrit verb
system with the verb systems of Greek, Latin, Persian, and German
in Frankfurt in 1816, and was able to put beyond doubt their
original common identity. At the same time Rask first pointed
out the consistent pattern of sound-changes in the languages of the
group (e.g. Latin Pater, Piscis, German Vater, Fisch — Visch in Old
German). As a result of these discoveries that there was a pre-
dictable regularity in linguistic phenomena the study of different
languages ceased to be a collector’s hobby and became a science,
the science of comparative philology.1?

This1s why Rask’s ingenious suggestion for the values of m and
n in Persian cuneiform was so important. It showed that there was
a similar form of genitive plural in Achaemenid Persian and
Sanskrit. But whereas on earlier linguistic ideas this could have
been considered lightly as a possibly isolated ‘borrowing’, it had
now to be taken far more seriously. Any future decipherment of
the script would have to produce results which showed a consistent
relationship with the language of Sanskrit and the language of the
Avesta.

The practical effects of this new linguistic science showed them-
selves in the methods and criteria adopted by Christian Lassen, a
Bonn professor, who was the most successful of the scholars in
Europe who now took up the problem of Persian cuneiform.



Lassen’s book (1836) 1s prefaced with a tribute to Grotefend for
recognizing and partly reading the names of the kings and their
titles. ‘I wish to be his follower, not his opponent,” says Lassen.
Nevertheless, he continues, the grammatical forms and most of
the interpretations of words suggested by Grotefend must strike
any Avestan or Sanskrit scholar as strange. Moreover the method
by which he allotted sound-values to the characters was so far
from rigorous that his decipherment, had it been proved correct,
would have had to be attributed to luck. Approximate values are
not enough. For instance Grotefend should have asked himself
when considering the first letter of Darius’ name whether it
represented a surd d or an aspirated dh. But he never attempted
accurate definition of this order.

But Lassen docs. He begins the positive part of his book with
the spelling of Xerxes, for which the Caylus vase (see Ill. 42) now
offered a cross-check in Egyptian hieroglyphic. The first signKJT,
which was also the first sign in the word for king, was clearly a ‘k’
sound. The question was whether it should be aspirated. In Avestan
the word for king starts with kh, in Sanskrit (where it means
‘warrior’) it starts with k. The answer is that it should be aspirated -
for not only is Avestan clsewhere closer to Old Persian than
Sanskrit but the same sign occurs in the second place in the word
for ‘Achaemenid’ where the Grecks transliterated it with a chi.
The same question arises with the second sign. Is it s or sh? Here
the second letter of the Sanskrit word and Champollion’s hiero-
glyphic decipherment support sh, but the Avestan evidence 1s
ambiguous.

And so on. The method 1s infinitely more meticulous than
Grotefend’s, and Lassen pursues it through all the recognized
names, words, and grammatical terminations. He 1s then ready to
break new ground. Applying his values to one of the longer
inscriptions copied by Niebuhr he scemed to recognize the names
of Persian provinces, for example mad, ar.in, .akhtrish, ¢u.d.
Supply m, b, gh respectively for the three different unknown signs,
and there emerge possible words for Media, Armenia, Bactria,
and Soghdia. The trouble is that we now have two signs for m —
~[T7 in mad and J¢z— . Lassen, however, noticed that the latter
sign J¢&= never occurred except before 75, which from its
usc in the name of Hystaspes and elsewhere he had transliterated i.
Further research was to show him that this was not an isolated
phenomenon, and that there were other characters which only
occurred before particular vowels. Thus the script was to some
extent a syllabary rather than an alphabet.

This discovery of ‘inherent vowels” was Lassen’s major contri-
bution to the decipherment. For though he identified correctly
most of the twenty-four names of countries which the hst
contained, he failed to get right about a quarter of the sign-values,
and - to quote Hincks (1847) again — ‘his attempts at translation
were as bad as could be made by one who had been put on the
right way.’

The attempt was not an 1solated one. Burnouf had simul-
tancously reached some of the same conclusions. Subsequently
Beer (who discovered the proper form of the genitive singular in
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-hya),Jacquet, and Lassen himsclfrefined and added to the decipher-
ment until it was within a sign or two of completion (sce Ill. 67).
But the material available was comparatively meagre, and the
linguistic interpretation of it remained far from satisfactory.

In both these respects the situation was to be reversed by the
dispatches of an officer of the British East India Company, Major
Henry Creswicke Rawlinson. In his character and carcer Raw-
linson was a model of the late Victorian ideal of manhood. His
father was a country squirec who once won the Derby, and his son
became the best polo-player in India. He himself won distinction in
scveral diverse fields, as an athlete, as a soldicer, as a scholar, and in
public life. He never went to a university, but after an education
in Latin and Greck at a private boarding school at Ealing he joined
the East India Company as a cadet. In 1827 at the age of seventeen
he set sail for the East, where he was to remain for twenty-two
ycars. For the four months of the voyage Rawlinson had as
fellow-passenger Sir John Malcolm, the Governor of the Presidency
at Bombay, and 1t scems to have been Malcolm who first fired
him with an interest in Persia.

For the next six years Rawlinson had a sporting and adventurous
life as a young army officer. Nevertheless, his time must have been
in part devoted to more intellectual pursuits, since it included a
momentary visit to prison for a debt of £20 contracted by book-
buying, and also success in a voluntary examination in Persian. In
1833 he was scconded to Persia to help train the Shah’s army, but
soon after his arrival there a new Shah came to the throne and
appointed Rawlinson to be adviser to the Governor of Kurdistan.
While in Persia he copied, at a considerable danger to life and limb,
the great rock inscription of Darius on the cliff at Behistun, and
qualified himselfin a practical way for deciphering it by quelling a
provincial revolution, as King Darius had done before him.

At thistime all that Rawlinson knew of European research in the
matter was that Grotefend had deciphered the names of the
Achaemenids, Hystaspes, Darius, and Xerxes. He had been able
to repeat the discovery for himself with the aid of two brief
inscriptions from Hamadan, and now, from the first two para-
graphs of the long Behistun inscription he found the names of
Arsames, Ariaramnes, Teispes, Achaecmenes, the name of Persia
itself, and some possible vocabulary words, giving values for a
total of cighteen characters. It was only now, on a visit to Tcheran
in 1837, that he read Grotefend and St Martin. He felt himself
alrcady morc advanced than they, and sent back to the Royal
Asiatic Socicty a draft of his translation of the first two paragraphs
of the Behistun inscription.

In 1838 and 1839 he was in Baghdad, and able to read the recent
work that had been done on the subject. Previously his knowledge
of the Avesta had been based, like Grotefend’s, on Anquetil
Duperron. Now he received Burnouf and ‘found for the first time
the language of the Zend Avesta critically analyzed and its ortho-
graphic and grammatical structure clearly and scientifically
developed’. It was to this work, he adds, that he owed in great
mcasurc the success of his translations. Burnouf’s own deciper-
ment, however, he found less helpful — it included the value of one
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character that Rawlinson had not reached, but had many more
values wrong. While he was completing his decipherment (with
the help of the published Persepolis inscriptions which he now
possessed) Rawlinson received a letter from Lassen summarizing
his latest results. He found that they ‘coincided in all essential
points’ with his own, despite the much smaller range of inscrip-
tions at Lassen’s disposal. Since Lassen had published, and perhaps
even arrived at, his results first, Rawlinson had to concede the
victory. But if this disappointed him he did not let it show. The
field was ample. There were still the other two classes of cuneiform
writing. In the meantime, though, he still had ‘one claim to ori-
ginality, as having been the first to present the world with a
literal, and, as I believe, correct grammatical translation of over
two hundred lines of cuneiform writing.’

This wasthe extent of the first draft of his decipherment which
he sent to the Royal Asiatic Society in 1839. It was to be enlarged
in his later memoir to four hundred lines. But three years were lost.
Rawlinson was transferred to Afghanistan to be political Resident
in Kandahar, where, with General Nott as the only other British
officer, he was cut off for the best part of the next two years by
siege. On eventually getting back to India he was forced to waste
another half-year because the account-books were lost at sea, and
it was insisted that Rawlinson should reconstruct them from
memory — a feat in which he was apparently successful. In 1843 he
refused the offer of a superior post — the Residency of Nepal — in
favour of returning to Baghdad as Political Agent. In Baghdad he
was able to resume his cuneiform studies, working at the end of his
garden in a summer-house kept cool by water poured on the roof
from a great noria and with a lion and a leopard as pets. He sent
his results to the Royal Asiatic Society in 1845 and 1846.

Rawlinson’s decipherment, though to a large extent indepen-
dent, proceeded through almost exactly the same stages and in
almost exactly the same order as that carried out by the succession
of scholars in Europe. It began with proper names (first of the
Achaemenids, and then of the Persian provinces), and from them
moved to vocabulary words and grammatical inflections, con-
trolling them with ever-increasing regard to the new science of
comparative philology. Finally, Rawlinson gave, as Lassen had
begun to do, closer consideration to the orthographic principles
on which the script was built. Developing Lassen’s hints, he found
(1846, pp. 175-86) a triple system. Different characters were used
for the same consonantal sound, depending on what vowel
followed. In general the system was complete for sonants
(Rawlinson’s word for voiced consonants), half~complete for
surds, and undifferentiated for aspirates, as exemplified below :

followed by a by i by u
t (surd) = =TT 77—
th (aspirate) T<Y <Y f<¥
d (sonant) 7 =T &=

This discovery (which was in fact arrived at independently by
Hincks in Dublin at about the same time) removed many an
apparent anomaly from the script, and incidentally made trans-
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an Cuneiform Alphabet, according to the difterent Systems of Interpretation.

a i 3 A a i 4 ora (init.) dora a
¥ - , VI, 1 ¥ = b - i i
ou uu 0 u u W e T m
c 4R k k k k ka/ki ka
kh kh k° kh ~ kh  Kh kha/khu  x*
h R I L a q  kh  ku ku
A S - £ g - SR - g
ghe g gh  gh  gh  gu g
e ﬁv i1 v [[Liweh 157 K ch cha/chi @
Doehr g - g
L 5 O R L R T
t t t t t t tafti &
2 dh t " T TR R R e
h y ¢ t'h o ~ th tha/thiftha 62
? I? k' tch k’h € (with i) di dt
n th ? il A Strons. thr ti tF ¢
d d d d d d da de
? gh d dh dh dh du du
P p p .| l% P p pa/pifpu  p?
? f f 1 B fa (2) fa
r b b T b b ba/bi/bu  ba
a m m m m m ma né
c i ‘m? hm m m (ﬁlﬁ% mi m!
? gh? g’ gh? x m’ (with u mu mu
m n n n n n na/ni n®
i n’ (with u) nu n¥
= } n? fia (2) la
c h h y y J y yalyilya  y®
L r r r r r ra/ri i
(Jr) 1 s' (B)rorl sh? r r (withu) ru g
1 1 W w w w wa/wu va
v g v (init) v? v v wi vt
S ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ S safsifsu 52
(fr) ch (fr.) g s s sh shafshifshu  §
¢ z Z 4 z oz zafzu(2) 22
f)u lalg(l(’::li’()i) h h h h ha/hifhu  he
h y Ip q? doubtful  —
— ks - dah dah? — dahyaud
: bu'mi  bumi?  —  bami
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literation casier. For instance the same letter d could be used for all
three signs, the original ones always being inferable from the
nature of the following vowel.

Though this was a novel advance, and though Rawlinson
deciphered two characters (those for tr and mu) unseized by his
competitors, his main achievement was in the ficld of inter-
pretation. Nobody before him, as Hincks said, had translated
twenty lines correctly, let alone four hundred.

Their importance was immense. From the point of view of
Persian history they gave us, in the words of the title of the
admirable review by Hincks which I have several times quoted,
‘Some passages of the Life of King Darius, the Son of Hystaspes,
by Himself’. From the linguistic point of view they gave us the
language of Achaemenid Persia. But their interest extended still
further. The Persian inscriptions were ncarly all accompanied by
translations into two other cuneiform scripts. Their understanding
consequently gave a key of admission into the whole cunciform
world.




Chapter Five

Other Cuneiform Scripts

The Babylonian syllabary and its cognates

The decipherment of Persian cuneiform provided the key to the
world of cuneiform writing. This world was to prove as wide and
asdiverse as the European world of the Greek and Roman alphabet.
But the key did not give directaccess to it, for Persian cuneiform
was an invented writing. Its characters were different from the
characters of common cuneiform to something like the same
extent that the written letters of the morse code differ from those of
our own alphabet.! A second decipherment was thercfore neces-
sary. Luckily the great triscripts of Persepolis and Behistun
offered plenty of scope for this, Darius and Xerxes having re-
corded their names and achievements in Elamite and Babylonian
as well as Persian. The former was the language of Susa, an ancient
language, but, like Basque in the context of modern Europe, un-
related to its neighbours or indecd to any other as yet known
language group. The script too in which it was written, though
ultimately descended from Akkadian cuneiform, was idio-
syncratic. The Babylonian on the other hand was in the traditional
language and the traditional script of Mesopotamian civilization.
It was outwardly very much the most complicated of the three
with a signary of two or three hundred different characters, but
its decipherment was facilitated by the fact that the language was of
the well-known Semitic group and that new documents in the
same or 1n the closely related Assyrian script were constantly being
discovered.

The descent of the cuneiform scripts as now known or deduced
can be shown in the form of a table (see overleaf).2

The scripts were used for the writing of languages belonging to
four distinct language groups, Elamite, Semitic (Akkadian,
Babylonian, Assyrian), Hurrian (of which the language of the
Urartian kingdom by Lake Van — which flourished from the
ninth to the seventh centuries B¢ and used the New Assyrian
cuneiform — is a distant relative), and Hittite (an Indo-European
language). The relationship between the scripts is rather more
complicated than simple descent suggests; for there was cross-
influence as well. The Middle Babylonian or Akkadian script had
international status and the Assyrian and Hittite scribes adopted
many of its practices. There was also influence through time. The
tradition of the scribal schools was an unbroken one so that long-
disused elements could be revived and brought back into usc.
Finally, in the later periods, there was external influence. The

III
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primary medium of the cunciform writing system was clay; its
primary users werc officially trained scribes; its primary nature was
syllabic with a more or less strongly developed repertoire of ideo-
grams and determinatives. In all these respects it differed from the
Semitic consonantalalphabet, which was certainly in existence soon
after the middle of the second millennium B¢, and may be much
carlier. In the first millennium the Semitic alphabet became in-
creasingly widespread, and it is possible that the frequent mistakes
i the writing of vowels, particularly final vowels, in Late
Babylonian are due to this. Scribes familiar with a consonantal
alphabet could easily grow careless in their use of a syllabary. Since
in the one system vowels are dispensed with altogether the tempta-
tion would be to discount the importance of differentiating them
in the other. Furthermore the language of Late Babylonian may
have becn a learned one, no longer in everyday use.

These factors, together with others such as the gradual change of
phonetic values in the spoken language to which the script had
been adapted only intermittently or not at all, made the Late
Babylonian script far from straightforward. Its position was some-
thing like that of our own writing. The English alphabet is a
direct descendant through Latin of an carly Greek alphabet. The
Greek alphabet had a more or less one-to-one relationship between
signs and sound. This efficiency has been hopelessly lost in the
Intervening 2500 years: ¢ can stand for either a sibilant (s) or a
palatal (k), gh for a palatal, a dental fricative, or nothing at all
(‘lough’, ‘rough’, ‘dough’), and so on notoriously. These are poly-
phones. There arc also the opposite, homophones. For example,
-er, -ir, -or, -ur, -our represent, on most occasions of their use in
southern English, exactly the same sound. New letters have been
invented (G in Roman times, J and V since the Middle Ages, W in
the alphabets of the northern European languages). Numerous



ideograms have been introduced, mainly for technical use but some
general (all our numbers, Y, =, +), and some xenograms (d, the
Latin denarius, read ‘penny’ until 1970; £, the Latin libra, read
‘pound’; and P*® corrupted to §, the Spanish pesos, read ‘dollar’).
There have been some droppings, too, mainly medieval ligatures
and alternative forms of the letter s, but the increases have been far
more numerous. The classical Greeks had some thirty different
signs, we have at least a hundred in common use, as can be scen by
a look at any standard keyboard. Each individual addition, adapta-
tion, corruption has in itself been quite rational: their aggregate
creates an appearance of almost complete irrationality.

Yet, given enough knowledge, we can penetrate to the under-
lying historical regularity. Most English signs are recognizably
the same as the signs used for writing other western European
languages and in many cases signs of the same appearance have
recognizable phonetic similarities. So much is this the case that
although, strictly speaking, French and English use different
scripts it would be pedantic, were one of these languages to be lost,
to use the word decipherment for the process of recovering it
through its literaturc. Thus the recovery of Urartian (written in
New  Assyrian cuneiform), of Hurrian (written in an almost
ideogram-free cuneiform derived from Old Akkadian), and of
Hittite (written in a script derived from Hurrian but with much
cross-influence from mid-second-millennium Akkadian), though
feats of considerable difficulty, are not truly to be called decipher-
ments. They therefore fall outside our scope.

Not so the decipherment of Late Babylonian; this was a true
decipherment in which hitherto unknown characters had to be
allocated values. But though the process was arduous in detail and
though it opened the gateway to the remainder, it involved no
great problems of strategy. Thanks to the decipherment of
Persian cuneiform there was an extensive bilingual available, and
it contained numerous proper names.

These provided the starting-point. In his paper read to the Royal
Asiatic Society in 18 50 when he was temporarily back in England,
Rawlinson, who played a major part in the decipherment, says
thathe had no difhculty inlocating and identifying eighty of them.
They yielded phonetic values for about a hundred characters.
Variant spellings of some of these names added about fifty apparent
homophones. Thus sound-values for about 150 characters were
known. The majority of them were syllabic and of two types,
which he called ‘initial’ and ‘terminal’, that is to say with the
vowel accompaniment either following or preceding — what we
should call ‘open’ or ‘closed’ in the pattern CV (na) or VC (an).
It is clear that a double syllabary of this nature necessitates a very
large number of different characters even without the presence of
homophones. There were also, Rawlinson discovered, very many
ideographic signs as in Egyptian, whereas in the Persian cuneiform
inscriptions there had only been three or four for words or names
of particularly frequent occurrence.

Besides the homophones therc occurred the opposite, charac-
ters which could represent two or more quite different sounds,
and Rawlinson had to confess that the phonetic signary as a whole
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‘defied attempt to reduce it to a definite system’. Nor did he claim
at this stage a full decipherment, only ‘the first outwork carried
in a hitherto impregnable position’. He had in fact identified some
two hundred Babylonian words (‘the sound approximately, the
meaning certainly’, as he put it), and many of these recurred in
identical or similar form in the inscriptions that were being found
in the contemporary excavations in Assyria.> These then provided
an area for further exploration. The guides were cautious use of
analogy from other Semitic languages, grammatical indications,
and above all extensive comparison of similar or cognate phrases
with regard to the probable context. The results so far were an
extra 200 certain and 100 probable words; but since there were
already some 5,000 different sign-groups in the Babylonian and
Assyrian inscriptions so far known, the number that could be read
amounted to only a tenth of the whole. Even so the historical
context of a great number of inscriptions could be recognized.

Thus Rawlinson’s progress report in 1850. The next year he
returned to Baghdad, this time to excavate for the British Muscum,
finding among other things the foundation deposits of Nebuchad-
nezzar at Birs-Nimrud. But the most dramatic event was in con-
nection with the annals of the Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser 1
recorded on the clay cylinder which 1s shown opposite. It was by
mecans of this that the validity of the decipherment was to be
demonstrated to the public.

Theinitiator of the demonstration was Fox Talbot. Fox Talbot’s
major claim to fame was the invention of photography, but he
was also a scholar (having won the Porson Prize for Greek Verse
Composition at Cambridge in 1820), and the cunciform decipher-
ment stimulated him into becoming an Assyriologist. After
Rawlinson’s return to England in 1855 he was lent a copy of the
Tiglath-Pileser inscription before it had been worked on by any-
one else. He translated it and sent back his translation in a sealed
envelope together with a proposal that independent translations
should be made by others and the results compared by an impartial
committee.

The principal ground occupied by the sceptics of the de-
cipherment as defined in Fox Talbot’s letter was the looseness of
the proposed spelling system. ‘If each cuneiform group represents
a syllable, but not always the same syllable . . . the Assyrians them-
sclves could never have understood it.” Fox Talbot’s answer was
that this was illusory. ‘Experience shows that the uncertainty
arising from this source is not so great as might easily be imagined.
Many of the cuneiform groups have only one value, and others
have always the same value in the same word or phrase, so that the
remaining difficulties and uncertainties of meaning are within
moderate limits.’

Fox Talbot’s suggestion of a public experiment to prove the
point was taken up, and a distinguished committee appointed to
decide, not directly on the merits of the decipherment, but on the
amount of agreement between the translations submitted. Dr
Hincks, an Irish clergyman and a more meticulous scholar than
Rawlinson who had contributed substantially to the decipherment
from its carliest stages, and Dr Oppert, a former pupil of Lassen’s
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who had moved to France since Jews were not at the time able to
pursue an academic career in Germany, were invited to submit
translations, as well as Rawlinson himself. When the translations
were compared, the verdict was ‘a very remarkable concurrence’
with the rider that ‘the closest co-incidence was found between
the versions of Colonel Rawlinson and Dr Hincks, who are under-
stood to have prosecuted the study for the longest time and with
the greatest assiduity. Mr Fox Talbot, who was later in the field,
though on the whole mostly arriving at the same conclusions was
less positive and precise.” About Oppert the committee used polite
phrases, but it 1s clear that in their view he came a poor fourth.



The account of the committee’s proceedings and the four
independent translations were published by the Royal Asiatic
Society in 1857. The gates of cuneiform were thus, as it were,
officially declared open. But there was still one of the cuneiform
scripts which was distinct enough to need decipherment as
opposed to linguistic interpretation. This was the second of the
Persepolis scripts, now known as Elamite — a name first given to it
in 1874 by Sayce — but at the time generally known as Median on
the assumption that it represented the language of the Medes.
Rawlinson thought that it was ‘unquestionably a Tartar dialect’,
which he conceived of (in a manner reminiscent of Sir William
Jones) as the third of the ‘three great lingual families” of Asia, and
as ancestral to Magyar, Finnish, Turkish, and Mongolian. Indeed
he somewhat romantically saw the three administrative languages
of the area in his day — modern Persian, Turkish, and Arabic — as
being the linear descendants of the three monumental languages
of Persepolis. This is not so. Nevertheless, the Elamite language
had a long history behind it. Its existence is attested in cuneiform
inscriptions of the second millennium B¢, the so-called Middle
Elamite, and probably extended back at least a further thousand
years; for it is probably the language of inscriptions found at Susa
in a quite different script, which are sometimes accompanied by a
text, presumably a translation, in Akkadian cuneiform. Their date
1s approximately 2200 Bc. Of an even earlier date, about 3000 BC
there are several hundred clay accounting tablets written in what
1s probably a more ancient form of the same script, perhaps con-
cealing the same language. The script is known as Proto-Elamite,
and is still undeciphered.* Even Achaemenid Elamite resisted
interpretation for a long time, the language being an altogether
unknown one, and despite the work of Rawlinson, Hincks,
Oppert, and others, its proper understanding is generally reckoned
to date only from Weissbach in 189o. But the difficulty, as with
Etruscan, was in the recovery of an unknown language, not in the
decipherment in the strict sense of the term, for which the
Persepolis and Behistun triscripts were available.

Other Cuneiform Scripts

70

The Ugaritic alphabet

Finally, the Ugaritic alphabet. This is the most recent of the
cuneiform scripts to have been discovered, and the most surprising
of all since the original reports of Figueroa and Pietro della Valle.
It does not figure in the genealogy on page 112 because, like the
script of Achaemenid Persian, it was an artificial creation. Its dis-
covery was due to the French archaeologist Claude Schaeffer in
1929. Excavating at Ugarit, a Phoenician town near the modern
Ras Shamra on the coast of north Syria, Schaffer found docu-
ments in a twelfth-century context of which some were written
in Akkadian, but others in a hitherto unknown and apparently
very much simplified cuneiform script.

With exemplary generosity Schaeffer handed them over for
immediate publication to a colleague, Charles Virolleaud, whose
first article appeared the same year (Syria x 304—10). The texts in
the new script were, with one exception, all written on clay tablets.
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As 1s usual in cuneiform the direction of writing was left-to-right,
but the number of different signs, instead of being several hundred,
was twenty-six or twenty-seven. Such a script could hardly con-
tain ideograms, or even be a syllabary. It was almost certainly an
alphabet.

The one inscription, or rather set of inscriptions, not on a tablet
was on a series of small bronze axes. Virollecaud suggested this as a
possible starting-point for decipherment, pointing to a tenth-
century Phoenician arrow-head from Sidon inscribed hets addo
(‘the arrow of Addo’) as a possible analogy. If the analogy was
valid, the first word should mean ‘axe’, and the second, which
occurred on all five axes, should be the name of the owner. That
it represented a proper name was confirmed by its occurrence as
the second word on one of the tablets. The word before it was only
one sign, and therefore very possibly a preposition. Contemporary
Akkadian letters written on clay tablets customarily began with
the preposition ana, ‘to’, followed by the name of the person
addressed. Presumably in this case the recipient of the letter was
also the owner of the axes.

Apart from pointing out that the general brevity of the words,
mostly of three letters and hardly ever more than four, seemed to
exclude Cypriot Greek as their language, this was as far as Virol-
leaud ventured along the path of decipherment in his first article.
But he gave drawings of the forty-two tablets in the alphabetic
script and some specimen photographs. With the material thus
available it was not long before others set to work on it and soon
there were three separate decipherments. They were by Virol-
leaud himself, by Hans Bauer, a Semiticist from Halle, and by
Edouard Dhorme from the French School in Jerusalem.

Let us begin with Virolleaud’s own. This was rcad to the
Académie des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres, the body which had



previously heard the decipherments of Barthélemy and Cham-
pollion, on 3 October 1930, and published in the journal Syria the
next year. Virolleaud resumed from where he had left oft. The
value of the sign at the start of the letter addressed to the owner of
the axe might well be I, the consonant of the Phoenician and
Hebrew preposition 2. If the language was Phoenician — and Ras
Shamra was, after all, in Phoenicia — then possible words to look
for containing | were mlk, ‘king’, and B/, ‘Baal’. Virolleaud found
words to suit the requirements, and what was more two of them
carried hopeful-looking identification certificates. For in addition
to mlk there occurred a group which would on the same values
have to be translated mlkm, forming the correct Semitic plural
‘kings’. And the word he considered a candidate for Bl occurred
also with an extra letter. If this was a f, forming the feminine
Baalat, it became possible to read a disyllabic word that was to be
found elsewhere in the texts as bt, which could be the Phoenician
cither for ‘daughter’ or for ‘house’. Finally, among the words with
lin them there was a three-letter word with the /in the middle and
the same letter at each end. This might be 55 ‘three’. If so, and if
the previously suggested letter for m was correct, this made sense
of another word in the texts slsm, ‘thirty’. Now the word s,
‘three’, occurred at the end of a line on a tablet of consistent format
— twelve ruled lines with two words in each linc. The other end-
words might therefore also be numerals. On the provisional
values so far assumed one of them read 55 ‘six’, and it was not
difhicult to fill in the missing letters in three more of them to yield
s, hms, sma for ‘seven’, ‘five’, and ‘cight’ respectively. This was
enough to convince Virolleaud that he was on the right lines, and
by continuing the process of trial-and-error matching he was able
to give correct values to the greater part of the letters.

In contrast to Virolleaud’s cmpiricism the decipherment of
Hans Bauer (1930) began with an ingenious piece of abstract
reasoning. Setting out from the hypothesis, justified by the geo-
graphical location of Ugarit and the pattern of word-lengths
already pointed out by Virolleaud, that the language would prove
to be West Semitic (that is to say, closcly akin to Phoenician and
Hebrew), Bauer first tried to isolate the signs which appeared to
be prefixes, suffixes, and the consonants of monosyllabic words.
Beside them he set the phonemes to be expected in these positions
on the assumption of a West Semitic language. A process of
elimmation should then, he hoped, produce some firm guide-lines.
As can be seen from Ill. 73, two deductions emerged. The sccond
was correct, but unfortunately for him the first was totally wrong,
so that when he turned back to the textt he was worse off with
his guides than Virolleaud had been without any. Taking up
Virolleaud’s original suggestion he made the same guess of the
consonant [ for the preposition at the beginning of the letter, and
proceeded, like Virolleaud, to look for the word mik, ‘king”. It
happened that his guide had given two alternatives for the
consonant m, both of them falsc oncs. He therefore chose the
wrong word and derived from it two wrong values. This was to
throw him badly out. But with his other, correct inference he
searched for, and found, the word b#n, ‘son’. With the b of this he
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72 Virolleaud’s next steps in
the decipherment of the
Ugaritic alphabet. a, mlk,
tullert “king’, ‘kings’. b, b'l,
ble; bt ‘Baal’, ‘Baalat’;
‘house’[*daughter’. ¢, ¥,
sy ‘three’, ‘thirty’
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73 Bauer’s next steps in the
decipherment of the Ugaritic
alphabet

74 Dhorme’s next steps in the
decipherment of the
Ugaritic alphabet

went on to find B'l in the same way as Virolleaud, and B'lt, the ¢
of which was of course by now fixed from his second inference.
He continued to identify further words and to allocate further
letter values, but having set off with one foot lame he only got
just over half-way.

The third of these almost simultaneous decipherments was by
Edouard Dhorme (1930, 1931). Setting off from Virolleaud’s
starting-point he covered much the same ground but in a slightly
different order. After reading a preliminary announcement by
Bauer, in which Bauer had put forward his proposed trans-
literation of the word for ‘axe’, Dhorme changed course slightly.
In fact Bauer’s word was wrong (he read grzn instead of hrsn), but
at this stage 1t was the n and r that concerned Dhorme. They gave
him rbk.nm for the owner of the axe, and [ rbk.nm for the address
of the letter on the tablet (whereas Bauer’s alphabet had yielded




him an erroneous ‘Il rbiwhnk’). Dhorme saw that the word must be a
title rather than a name and by guessing h for the missing value
reached the satisfactory and correct interpretation of chief-priest
(rb khnm, ‘chief of the priests’). From this he progressed to further
words and numerals, as Virolleaud had done, and was able to
produce an alphabet of which the greater part of the values were
correctly identified, and which he improved still further in a
second article the next year.

At this stage there were still some characters with unallotted
values in all three attempts; consecutive texts could not yet be read
with confidence. But comparison of the published results, and
above all an increased supply of texts from Schaeffer’s continuing
excavations, were soon to lead to complete decipherment.

The Ugaritic alphabet is of great interest not only for the
literature it has revealed to us but also for its own sake as a writing
system. The signary was evidently a conscious creation, founded
on the principle of economy of strokes. This can be clearly seen if
the characters are arranged by shape, as by Windfuhr. Moreover
the underlying principle, alphabetic not syllabic, is unlike any-
thing else in cuneiform. Was this too the result of independent
inspiration? Such questions are tempting to ask, and normally
theyare unanswerable. This time, luckily, theanswer was to hand.
In November 1949 there was discovered at Ugarit a schoolboy
tablet of the fourteenth century B ¢ with the signs written on it in
the ABC order of our own Phoenician-derived alphabet. Since
an alphabetic order can hardly exist in a vacuum this can only
mean that the Semitic alphabet already existed and was known in
Ugarit.5 So the Ugaritic cuneiform alphabet must have come into
being as a practical compromise between two existing techniques
and not as an abstract invention from nothing; it united the
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75 Scheme of the Ugaritic
alphabet by Windtuhr (1970)
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76 Drawing and
transliteration by Virolleaud
(1957) of a school tablet.
The Ugaritic characters are
arranged in alphabetic order
with an Akkadian key.
Fourteenth century B¢
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phonectic efficiency of the alphabet with the graphic efficiency of
cunciform.

This still leaves the question of how the particular sound values
were allocated to the particular sign-shapes. Here we are on more
speculative ground, and there are only two certainties. One con-
cerns the three signs of Windfuhr’s seventh row. The sounds
represented by them, u, i, and &, are not represented in the normal
Phocnician alphabet, and morcover are placed at the end of the
schoolboy abecedaria we possess. Their shapes do not fit naturally
mto the triple scheme of the signary. Therefore both from the
phonetic and from the graphic point of view they must be later
additions. The other certainty is that there is no relationship
between sign-shapes and place in alphabetic order in the case of the
other twenty-seven signs. The most straightforward explanation,
though not readily susceptible of proof, is that the inventor tried
to give the most casily made signs to the most frequently heard
sounds.®

Our section on cunciform may aptly close with an illustration of
another one of the schoolboy ABCs more recently discovered at
Ugarit, this time with the Akkadian key beside it. It 1s true that
when 1t was found neither the decipherment of Akkadian, nor the
decipherment of Ugaritic, nor the demonstration that our own
alphabet was alrcady in existence in the Bronze Age needed
further confirmation. Ina way this wasa pity. Nothing could have
provided it in a more convincing or more human form than this
forgotten fragment of a school exercise of 3500 years ago.
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PART THREE AEGEAN AND ANATOLIAN WRITING

Chapter Six
The Cypriot Syllabary

The discovery of Cypriot writing

The great centres of literate civilization in the Near Eastern Bronze
Age were Egypt and Mesopotamia. Egypt kept its writing system
very much to itself. No other people, unless one counts the later
inhabitants of Meroé, ever adopted it, and there isno firm evidence
that any other writing system was cver influenced, let alone
fathered, by Egyptian. On the other hand Mesopotamian cunci-
form was, as we have seen, borrowed or adapted by a number of
other neighbouring peoples in Syria, Asia Minor, and Persia.

But these two writing systems of the Near East, though they
were the most important, were not the only ones. Other scripts
were in use on the periphery of the cunciform area (sce map on
pages 184/5). To the cast there were the Proto-Elamite and Indus
Valley scripts. These (both of which were extinet by the mid-
sccond millennium or carlier) are not yet deciphered, and so do
not concern us. To the west there was the Acgean family of scripts
and Luvian Hicroglyphic, both perhaps descended froma common
ancestor. It 1s the scripts of this group, particularly Cypriot, Luvian
Hicroglyphic, and Mycenaean Linear B, which form the subject of
this chapter and the next three.

The Cypriot syllabary was a script used in Cyprus between the
seventh and the sccond century B, with conscious conservatism it
would scem, for writing the local Greek dialect on monuments and
in the recording of legends on coins. It was also used for inscrip-
tions in another language not yct understood, known as
Etcocypriot. In addition there have been discovered writings of the
Cypriot Bronze Age, known as Cypro-Minoan, which are presum-
ably ancestral to it.

Luvian Hieroglyphic s known primarily from monumental
rock-inscriptions and engravings on scals, found over a broad
arca of Asia Minor and north Syria, and varying in date from
the middle of the second millennium to the seventh century Bc.

Mycenacan Lincar B has been found almost exclusively on clay
accounting tablets baked hard by the fires which accompanied the
destructions of the palaces of Knossos, Mycenae, Thebes, and
Pylos where they were kept. The estimated dates of these destruc-
tions vary between about 1375 B¢ and 1100 BC, but since the
keeping of accounts was obviously intended to serve the life of
the palaces and not just to assist at their cremation, the writing
system must have existed carlier than these dates. How much
carlier there is no direct evidence to tell us.
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77 Obverse and reverse of
two of the Cypriot coins
published by the Duc de
Luynes in 1852
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The first of these three scripts to be identified as a writing
system was the Cypriot. The person responsible was the Duc de
Luynes, a French collector and numismatist, whose monograph
on the subject was published in 1852. It begins by drawing atten-
tion to two scries of coins hitherto unassigned but represented in
most Greek coin collections. Both series carried legends in an
unknown character.! Luynes observed that the character was not
unique. It could be paralleled on a number of other coins known
to have been found in Cyprus or on the neighbouring Turkish
coast, by two or three inscriptions from Cyprus originally assumed
to have been written in Phoenician, and above all on a large
mscribed bronze tablet found in Cyprus at Dali, the ancient
Idalion, which he had bought in 1850 through an ofticial of the
French Consulate in Beirut. These varied inscriptions, all from the
same arca, indicated the existence of a distinctively Cypriot form
of writing.

Luynes’ attempt at deciphering this script was less successful
than his identification of it. Largely on the basis of a gold coin of
Menclaus, the brother of Ptolemy I, who was governor of Cyprus
but had spent much of his tenure of office besieged in the town of
Salamis by Demetrius Poliorketes, he assumed that a five-letter
word on this coin and frequent on others must stand for the town,
spelt in Phoenician manner SLAMS. Proceeding from this wrong
assumption, following the will-o’-the-wisp of sign-recognition
(he discerns 7 Phoenician, 12 Lycian, and 27 Egyptian characters
in the 8o letters which he reckoned to be the total of the signary),
and helping himself generously to would-be homophones (he
makes 36 of the 8o letters duplicate the same sound-values), he
reached the unconvincing conclusion that the language of Cyprus
was Egyptian.

Othersrefused to follow him to this conclusion. But the Cypriot
script having been recognized, Cyprus became one of the foremost
centres of archaeological interest. The Comte de Vogiié led an
excavating mission to the island and in 1862 found a brief biscript
on a tombstone, the Greek of which read simply, ‘I am Karyx’. In
his publication of it in 1868 Vogiié sensibly refrained from judg-
ment, pointing out that there was no way of telling which of the
five signs stood for the name Karyx, whether the x would take one
sign or two, or whether the identification of the tomb as his would
be signalled by a verb, a preposition, or a case-inflection.

The hope of decipherment was to be substantially increased in
the following year (1869) when a very much lengthier biscript in
Cypriot and Phocnician was discovered at Idalion by Hamilton
Lang.
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city-state of [dalion and a
family of physicians to secure
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drawing of the inscription
on it
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Hamilton Lang was the British consul at Larnaka, and in 1905
he published a lively account of his discoveries in Cyprus. It reads
today like a compendium of archaeological vice, although its
author betrays no feelings of guilt. What began his interest in
antiquitics was making a profit of over 1,000 per cent by com-
pelling a peasant to part with a gold coin of Pythagoras I of
Salamis for £5, and then selling it to a collector for £70. Later he
was to do even better, filling five young men who had found a
hoard of nince hundred gold staters with such fear of the authorities
that they surrendered them for just over £ apicce. He then sold
all but a few to the British Museum at their proper valuation.
From coins he progressed to the surface exploration of sites, then
to their illegal excavation with workmen on a commission basis;
for this purposc he chose a field ncar Dah where his foreman’s son
had found the upper part of a large statue, and which was, n fact,
the site of an ancient temple. After a thousand picces (stones,
bronzes, terracottas) had been uncarthed, there came the day of
reckoning and a site conference to re-negotiate the terms. It was
interrupted by a messenger from the Turkish Governor, who had
come to arrange a date for a consultation on locust-control.
Whercupon Lang pretended that the Governor was suspicious
and was intending to inspect the field; the only solution, he
insisted, was to move the statuary and everything clse as quickly
as possible to the privacy of his house in Larnaka. The frightened
workmen did as they were told; but once the statues were in
Lang’s house the men had lost their bargaining power, and had to
be satisficd with the minimum terms of the agreement.

The next yecar (1869) Lang bought the field (it cost him £30)
with the intention of clearing it to a depth of nine fect, paying this
time by the hour. No more statuary emerged, but instead there
was a yield of two hoards of coins and several inscriptions —
Phoenician, Greek, and the Phoenician-Cypriot biscript.

To the misdemeanours of profitecring, treasure-hunting, and
illegal excavation, Lang now added that of concealment. The
British Muscum had advised him to let nobody copy his biscript.
Nevertheless, after one scholar who had come from Constan-
tinople especially to see it had spent what Lang considered too long
a time 1n its presence, he denied the next visitor — the Comte de
Vogitié — the opportunity to set eyes on it at all. Instead, he had an
impression taken, which he sent to the British Museum, with
whom he had begun to negotiate the sale of his collection.

Dispersal was his next sin. Having managed to sell a large statue
to a passing Austrian admiral, Lang smuggled it on board his ship
for him. Though he did not know what became of the statue, the
act caused him no remorse when he looked back on it in 1905,
remarking that ‘the Turkish Museum would undoubtedly have
been enriched by the statue except for this fortunate incident’.

Finally — illegal export. Lang laid out a number of small and
comparatively valueless pieces of statuary along the quayside
ready to be taken to the ship waiting in the roadstead. As soon as
attempts were made to move them the customs watchman inter-
vened. Lang’s dragoman engaged him n a lengthy debate. Mean-
while the bulk of the collection, alrcady prepared in Lang’s house,
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8o Inscription in Phoenician
and the Cypriot script on a
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was sccreted to boats and ferried out to the ship. This accomplished,
Lang’s dragoman yielded to the adamancy of the customs officer,
and the minor statuary was carried back, with feigned regret, to
Lang’s house. Eventually, though the Chancellor of the Exchequer
refused to make a special grant for the purchase, Lang achicved a
satisfactory sale to the British Museum, and in 1905 was able after
thirty years spent ‘in the prosaic fields of administration and
finance’ to look back with nostalgia to the time when he had
devoted himself to the ‘old stones and ancient coins’ of Cyprus in
a pursuit where ‘there was nothing sordid’.

Its decipherment

Lang presented his inscriptions to the world in a paper he read to
the newly formed Society of Biblical Archaeology in London on
7 November 1871. He pointed out the weaknesses in the argu-
ments of the Duc de Luynes, and made one important positive
contribution of his own — that the five-syllable word which Luynes
had wished to read as ‘Salamis’ should rather be the word for king.
Lang’s reasons were all good ones. First, the word was found on
many different coins, which were thercefore unlikely all to be of
the same city. Second, it was invariably followed by another group
but not always the same one: this was presumably the name of the
king who issued the particular coin. Third, and most important, it
was the only word to be repeated in the Greek text of the Idalion
mnscription, just as mlk was the only word repeated in the Phoeni-
cian text.

Lang’s paper was followed by a paper on the reading of the
mscriptions by George Smith, a cuneiformist of the British
Museum, who had begun his career there as Rawlinson’s assistant
eleven years earlier. Smith put forward correct values for a
number of signs (one or two of which had also been suggested by
Lang) and a partially correct identification of the language. But
his errors were too numerous for him to be given credit for the
decipherment tout simple, as 1s sometimes done in England.

The first line of the Phoenician text in Lang’s biscript contained
three proper names and the word mlk for king repeated. Smith’s
first step was to try to locate these in the Cypriot. The first and last
words were the same except for one character. Smith took this as
the probable word for king, attributing the difference to case- 8o
inflection. He guessed the proper names correctly by their
comparative lengths.

127



Aegean and Anatolian Writing

128

The next thing to do was to identify the values of the characters.
The longest name, Milkyaton, had six characters in the Phoeni-
cian, sevenin the Cypriot. The last of the seven was, however, very
frequent at the ends of words, and Smith reckoned it must be a
case-ending. He therefore gave the first six signs the values of the
Phoenician letters mlkitn. The same character for [ recurred in
the word he had taken to stand for Idalion, though not in the
same place. But the core of the word occurred several times on
the bronze tablet of the Duc de Luynes. This enabled Smith to sepa-
rate off the first character as the conjunction ‘and’, and the last two
as inflectional endings. This left three characters, presumably a
vowel, a d, and an [. In the Phoenician, however, the town-name
was spelt with four letters, one of them being the vowel yod.

This led Smith to his next inference, which was perhaps his most
important contribution to the decipherment. The vowel sound of
yod, not being given a distinct character in the Cypriot must be
‘represented by an inherent vowel in the preceding character’.
‘This confirmed me’, he writes, ‘in an opinion I had long held,
namely that the Cypriot system consisted of a syllabary, each
consonant having about three forms, the whole number of
characters amounting to between 5o and 6o.” Though importantly
wrong in detail — he should have said five forms — he was right in
principle. This enabled him to explain why the character for k in
Milkyaton was not to be found in the name of Kition: the two
characters must have two different vowel values inherent in them.
Here again Smith was right in principle, but went wrong in the
detail. He gave them the values ka and ki: the correct ones were
ki and ke.

It remained to read the word for king, already tentatively
located by Lang. This is the most famous part of Smith’s attempted
decipherment, and the only one which yielded him values which
were all substantially correct. This is how he describes it:

The other words I had to deal with were the two forms of the word
king, the first of these is evidently, both from the reading of the
equivalent Phoenician and from its position in the inscription, in
the genitive case; now the difference between this word in the
genitive and in the nominative, as seen by comparing the first and
the last groups, is that the penultimate character is altered. On
reviewing the words in neighbouring languages which have the
meaning king, and comparing cach with the conditions of the
case, I came to the conclusion that the Cypriote word for king was
basileus, the same as the Greek, and that the penultimate characters
in the two forms of the word were the vowels 0 and 1.2

The remainder of Lang’s inscription (except for the name of
Abdimelek) Smith found too mutilated to assist further progress,
and he turned his attention to the coins, which he assumed would
contain many proper names. He managed to identify three,
Euagoras, Euelthon, and Stasioikos, transliterating them more or
less rightly. But when he came to attempt the Luynes bronze
tablet he found that he ‘did not know a sufficient number of words
to make out a fair reading of it’. He thought, however, that he
could recognize some names — forms of Idalion and of ‘Pythagoras’
and ‘Stasiagoras’ — and the Phoenician first person pronoun anuku.



Smith’s harvest is given in the accompanying list. It contained
some corn but even morc weeds. The meaning of the biscript
text is:

In the fourth year of the reign of Milkyaton, King of Kition and
Idalion, on the last day of the five-day intercalation, Prince
Baalrom, the son of Abdimilkon, set up this statue to Apollo
Amyklos who granted him his prayer. For good fortune.

The nominative forms of the names should be Euagoras, Phil-
kypros, Stasikypros, Stasioikos, Euelthon, Abdimilkon. The next
word should be the Greek andgon (‘ordered’), not the Phoenician
for ‘myself’. On the forms derived from Idalion, Smith is almost
correct, except for the case-ending of the first.

Thus even with regard to the proper names Smith’s decipher-
ment was at best approximate. He was unable to read any con-
tinuous text, and indeed did not claim to have done so. Nor did he
claim to have identified the language, beyond pointing out that
the declensional forms seemed like Greek and Latin, and that the
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attempted to decipher the
Cypriot syllabary in 1871.
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proper names seemed to be both Phoenician and Greek. Similarly
against the Greek word basileus, Smith set his 1magined word
anuku as showing ‘a Semitic element in the language’, thus inci-
dentally betraying a philosophy of linguistics that would have
been more at home in the seventeenth or eighteenth century. His
view of the structure of the syllabary was also incomplete, allow-
ing for the full representation of only three instead of five vowels.

In general Smith’s part in the decipherment of Cypriot is com-
parable to the part played by Grotefend in the decipherment of
cuneiform. Like Grotefend he put forward correct values for just
under a third of the characters. If we allow him credit for his
approximation to a further nine values, his score will be higher.
But of course Smith was faced with a far less formidable task.

This is evident from the speed with which Smith’s partial
decipherment was followed up. We need not delay over an
attempt to interpret more of the texts on Smith’s values made two
months later by Samuel Birch, also of the British Museum.
Instead we should cross the North Sea. The period was the golden
age of German philology, and it was in the academic world of
Germany that full success was achieved.

The first in the field was Brandis, a numismatist, whose paper
was read to the Prussian Academy but who died before it appeared
in print. His results were a decided improvement on those of
Smith and Birch; even so, they remained on the hither side of
decipherment. Itis truethat he added eight or so correct values and
he made some sense of the conditions laid down in the last half of
the contract recorded in the Luynes bronze tablet. But he missed
its general purport and thought it was a deed of settlement. More
important from the point of view of decipherment, at least
twenty of his values were wrong; moreover he attempted to
introduce a new and false principle into the structure of the
syllabary by suggesting closed values of the type -an.

The true decipherment was achieved by Moriz Schmidt, the
editor of the ancient Greek lexicon of Hesychius. Schmidt’s book
1s unattractive, being cramped in lay-out and hand-written to
boot. But in its argumentation it is a model of what a book should
be, careful, systematic, and imaginative.

Schmidt began by reviewing the progress of the decipherment
to date, accepting the Greek solution and finding that he could
agree with twenty-eight of the proposed values, either in whole or
in part, on the ground that they yielded Greek words or inflections
satisfactorily spelt. He now focused on the spelling of the name
Milkyaton, which 1s where Smith had begun, and in particular
on its fourth character. This came in place of the Phoenician yod
and could be expected to have a syllabic value rather than be a
third homophone of i as Smith had assumed. Schmidt examined
the other occurrences of the sign — fourteen in all — and observed
that 1t always seemed to follow an -i vowel. So it was probable
that the previous sign in Milkyaton’s name was ki, not ka as Smith
had thought.

This entailed reconsideration of the first sign of Kition, which
Smith had naturally taken as being ki. Examining its other occur-
rences, Schmidt concluded that it should rather be ke.



So far Schmidt’s method had been empirical, finding individual
values to make plausible Greek words, though in a systematic
manner. He now introduced an element of theory. He had
accepted or established probable signs for ka, ke, ki, and ko. There
should thercfore be one for ku. Similarly for the vowel series. He
had signs for ti, ki, pi, Ii, mi, si. There should be signs for ni and ri.
He must have had in front of him, though he does not say so, a
clearly drawn syllabic grid, showing the syllables already known
with some confidence, and the gaps still to be filled. Filling each
gap necessitated an initial guess, but the guess could be controlled
by taking into account all the other occurrences of the sign under
iterrogation. For instance

sa-la-mi-XY-

X Y-ko-ta-PQ
XY-ko-to-ro-se
to-XY-to-i e-le-i

Replacing the sign [ have indicated as XY by the value ni (and,
from a later argument, PQ by mo) Schmidt reached the following
plausible Greek names and phrases:

Salamini(on)  ‘of the citizens of Salamis’

Nikodamd ‘of Nikodemos’

Nikoddros ‘Nikodoros’ (In fact the second sign, abraded on
the original, was wrongly read. It should have
been ka to make ‘Nika(n)dros’.)

ton i(n) toi elei ‘the (area) in the valley’

Those who know Greek but not its Cypriot form may like to
measure their skill against Schmidt’s by trying their hand at
another scries, remembering that the dialect is not Attic, that the
article may be written together with its noun, and the other
spelling conventions exemplified in the series we have just scen.

a-XY-to-li-se

a-to-ro- XY-se

to-se-ka-XY-se

to-ka-XY-ne

ka-XY-i

to-a-XY-lo-ni

The answer 1s given in the chapter notes.?

By mcthodically working through all the still-unidentified
characters n this manner Schmidt succeeded in giving correct
values to all but a very few signs and was able to offer a substan-
tially correct and complete translation not only of Lang’s biscript,
but of other texts, including the Luynes bronze tablet, which was
then and still 1s the longest known text in the Cypriot syllabary.

With Schmidt’s work the decipherment of the Cypriot syl-
labary was virtually accomplished. There were still, not surpris-
ingly, some improvements to be made and gaps to be filled. Two
Strasbourg scholars, Deecke and Sicgismund, had covered much
of the same ground independently of him, but since Schmidt pub-
lished first they were able to incorporate his conclusions as well as
to put forward two or three new correct values of their own. In
1876 H.L. Ahrens, a leading expert in ancient Greek dialects,
published a long review article in the journal Philologus giving his

The Cypriot Syllabary

82 (Overleaf) The stages in the
decipherment ot the Cypriot
syllabary. In the
transliterations ot Schmidt,
Deecke and Sigismund, and
Masson the letters p, k, t are
to be understood as ‘labial’,
‘velar’, ‘dental” whether
mute, voiced, or aspirated
(for example ka=ka, ga, or

kha)
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(a) BircH: vooddas depatitodou dekadekastes o-apax . . . dagathon danakto

BRANDIS: ratéctace 0 abad... 10 dyolpa

ScHMIDT:

Tov avdodviay t6vde xatéstace 6 Fal?lvos... t0l1] "AréAlawn
DEECKE & 10[1] "A-?2-x6hon
SIEGISMUND:

Tov alvldoid[v]tav 16vde xatéotace 6 Fdavak... 1® 'Anéh [A] ow 1@

" Ak

BircH: ‘The ruler [Baalram] was giving an image, a tenth,
to the prince Ekatos.’

Branpis: “The master [Baalram| crected . . . the statuce . . ..

ScHMIDT: Prince [Baalram] erected this statue to Apollo . ..’

DEecke & SIEGISMUND: ‘Princc [Baalram] crected this
statuc to Apollo Amyclos’.

83 Stages in the
mterpretation of Lang’s
bilingual. Above, the part of
the Cypriot text that, it was
realized, was likely to contain
the information (given in the
Phoenician) that the statue
had been dedicated to the
god Reshet Mikal by
Baalram, son of
Abdimelech; below, how it
was transcribed and
translated by the early
decipherers
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approval to the results arrived at by Schmidt and by Deecke and
Siegismund, and establishing the nature of the island’s dialect.
With this article the Cypriot script can be said to have passed from
the sphere of speculation to that of science.*

Not that all the problems were solved. The Cypriot syllabary
was not as precise a writing system as the Greek alphabet. For
instance the Idalion bronze tablet begins, ‘When [hote] the Mcdes
were besieging |kateworgon] the city of ldalion . . .", but with a
different alphabetic transliteration equally permissible by the rules
of the syllabary it could run, ‘Thus [hdde] did the Medes impose an
oath on [kateworkon] the city of Idalion . . .". Schmidt adopted the
first, Deecke and Siegismund the second way. In this case context
and linguistic probability are decisively in Schmidt’s favour. But
the answers are not always so clear, and there are still inscriptions
mn the Cypriot syllabary which have not been satisfactorily
translated.

Another problem raised by the Cypriot syllabary was its origin.
We have seen that the Duc de Luynes thought that this was mixed
(7 Phoenician, 12 Lycian, 27 Egyptian signs). Hamilton Lang in
his 1871 paper dismissed the Phoenician and Egyptian resem-
blances, but championed the Lycian, suggesting that the Lycians
had originally possessed the same writing as the Cypriots, but had
later grafted Greek letters on to it. The question was further com-
plicated by the recognition in 1876 by Clermont-Ganneau that



there was a group of Cypriot syllabary inscriptions written in a
language other than Greek (these Eteocypriot inscriptions, as they
are now called, are still not interpreted), and by the discovery in
the seventies of the writing system now called Luvian Hiero-
glyphic. This was thought by Sayce (1876) and others to be the
origin of the Cypriot syllabary. Twenty years later Arthur Evans
was to begin his discoveries of the scripts in use in Bronze Age
Crete and to argue for their relationship with the Cypriot syl-
labary. Finally, since the 1930s firm evidence has come to light of
writing in Bronze Age Cyprus itself — the Cypro-Minoan script
or scripts.

The interrelationship of these scripts (many of them scantily
evidenced) with each other is still not clear, but interrelated they
must have been and there can be no scrious doubt that the Cypriot
syllabary of classical times, instead of being the unique system that
it originally appeared to be, was in fact the last descendant of a
once more widely diffused family.

The Cypriot Syllabary
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Chapter Seven

Luvian Hieroglyphic

The slow process of its decipherment
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The Luvian (formerly known as the “Hittite’) Hieroglyphs and
their decipherment are in almost complete contrast to Cypriot.
The Cypriot syllabary was used in a hmited area; the mscriptions in
it are confmed to a narrow period of time and are written in a
dialect of a well-known language; the decipherment took less than
twenty-five years and proceeded for the most part sequentially with
each scholar building on the work of his predecessor. Luvian
Hieroglyphic, on the other hand, 1s attested over a period of some
eight hundred years from the middle of the second millennium to
about 700 BC and through a wide area of Asia Minor and Syria.
The language for which it was used was altogether unknown at the
tume of the tirst discovery of the script and was only recovered,
from cuneiform texts, halfa century later. The inscriptions came to
light slowly, on a great number of separate occasions, and a great
number of separate scholars contributed to their decipherment.
Their mvestigations were in the nature of individual forays rather
than of a combined operation, and the resulting picture grew
imperceptibly, like a jig-saw puzzle being put together from various
starting-points, in such a way that there was never a moment at
which 1t could be said that 1t was now and for the first time clear.
And as if to emphasize the exceptional nature of the decipherment
of Luvian Hieroglyphic, the discovery of the only sizable bilingual
text came not at the beginning but at the end and its main service
to the decipherment was to confirm the results which had already
been arrived at.

The blessing given to the Luvian Hieroglyphic decipherment by
this, the Karatepe, bilingual can be considered as the epilogue of a
three-act play. The first act began as far back as 1812, when the
traveller Burckhardt, describing the Syrian town of Hama, or
Hamath as it used to be spelled, on the Orontes, wrote: ‘In the
corners of a house in the Bazaar is a stone with a number of small
tigures and signs, which appear to be a kind of hieroglyphic
writing, though it does not resemble that of Egypt.” This was before
Champollion, and by hieroglyphic Burckharde must have meant in
the broadsense pictographic or ideographic (see Zoéga’s definition
of hieroglyphic on page 59). But his mention of the script was not
accompanied by an illustration, and it stirred no immediate
curiosity.

The first illustration of a Luvian Hieroglyphic mscription, and
also one of the earliest archaeological photographs, was published



n Georges Perrot’s account of his 1861 expedition to Asia Minor.
It was a rock inscription near Boghaz-kdy, consisting of ten lines,
each almost 20 centimetres high and some 6-5 metres long. Perrot
had no doubt that it was writing, and could therefore in theory be
deciphered.

Ten years later detailed drawings of the Hama stones which had
been described by Burckharde were published in Unexplored
Syria by Richard Burton (the famous Arabist and explorer) and
Tyrwhitt Drake. These drawings, and other more accurate ones
sponsored by the newly formed Palestine Exploration Society,
opened the script for serious study. !

At first progress seemed rapid. In an essay on the inscriptions
which he contributed to the Burton and Drake book, Hyde
Clarke showed by the ‘simple statistical method’ of counting the
signs that the inscriptions were genuine writing and not ‘vagarices

84 The earlicst photograph
of a Luvian Hieroglyphic
mscription on a rock face
near Boghaz-kay. Perrot
(1862)

85

85 The Hama Stones
Reproduction by Richard
Burton (1872) of one of the
inscriptions built into a shop
wall in the Hama bazaar
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of ornamentation’. There were about 300 characters in the text or
texts, but only §9 different types. Moreover their distribution
pattern — the most frequent character being used 27 times, the next
most frequent 26, then 24, 21, 15, 11, 11, 9 and so on, finishing with
17 characters used once only — was of the kind which, according to
Hyde Clarke, was to be expected of an alphabet (though he was
prepared to allow it to include some punctuation signs or deter-
minatives). To the best of my knowledge this is the first occur-
rence of such an argument in the history of undeciphered scripts.
It is interesting for that reason, even though the manner of its use
was rather unsophisticated.?

Four years later A. H. Sayce, a young Oxford scholar whose life-
time was to cover a major part of the history of the decipherment
of the script, reviewed all the cvidence available on the Hama
mnscriptions and concluded that the script was more likely to be a
syllabary, though probably with an idcographic element as well. He
deducted this from the lengths of the individual words as far as
these could be judged, and the close similarity between the total
number of signs (fifty-six on his count) and those of the recently
deciphered Cypriot syllabary.

In the same article Sayce suggested that the inscriptions be-
longed to ‘the great Hittite race’. This wasa direct hit on the truth,
though fired from an unlikely gun. Barnctt calls Sayce’s argument
on the point a curious one. In fact it 1s not so much curious as anti-
quated, being the argument used by Sacy in his letter to Dr Young
In 1816 (see page 65). Sayce begins by saying that the script of the
Hama stones must have been hieroglyphic before it became syl-
labic, and continues, ‘It 1s difficult to understand a hieroglyphic
system of writing being mvented by a pcople who spoke an
inflexional language. The first requisite of such a system is that the
same sound should represent different parts of speech . . . another
that the grammatical terminations should be casily separable from
the roots. . . . So in China, in Turanian Chaldaca [Sayce means
Sumer], in Egypt, in Central America. . . . The probability is that
the North Syrian inventors of these Hamathite characters did not
speak a Semitic or inflectional tongue.” The Hittite people, whose
existence was known from Grecek and Biblical sources, seemed a
suitable candidate for the vacancy. The Hittite language, which
was to prove to be Indo-European and inflected, was at the time
a completely unknown quantity.?

During the next few years further discoveries in Asia Minor,
particularly that of Carchemish by George Smith, seemed to
support Sayce’s guess by showing the presence of a uniform art
over a wide arca of Anatolia, in most cascs accompanied by
inscriptions in the new hieroglyphic script. In a paper read to the
Society for Biblical Archaeology in July 1880 Sayce set out what
was known of the Hittite empire, its extent and history, and
collected from Assyrian and other sources a tally of Hittite proper
names, reaching a total of over a hundred. He also suggested that
the script be no longer called Hamathite but Hittite Hieroglyphic,
the name by which it was to be known until recently.

The only complaint against fortunc that Sayce could make in
his July paper was the lack of a bilingual to enable the script to be



86 Copy (much enlarged)
of the biscript known as
the ‘Tarkondemos seal’

read. Even this lack was to be made good. A scal, in the form of an
embossed silver roundel the size and shape of half an orange, that
had been on the Smyrna market and subsequently published in a
German numismatic journal, was brought to Saycc’s attention,
and he hoped that it would prove ‘the Rosetta Stone of Hittite
decipherment’. Round its edge was a cuneiform legend which
Sayce transliterated n Tar-rik-titn-wme sar mat Er-me-e and inter-
preted as, ‘Tarkondémos, King of the Land of Erme’, Tarkon-
démos being a Cilician name known from later Greek sources. It
was borne by a king of Cilicia at the end of the first century B ¢, and
there was a later Christian bishop of Cilicia called Tarkodimatos.
As for the Hittite Hieroglyphic part of the biscript, Sayce pointed
out that it was doubled, being written once on each side of the
central figure; he established the likely direction of reading (down
from the goat’s head to the pointed triangles, and then upwards
again to finish with the four strokes and tang: thus the king’s name
will appear to be coming from his mouth, the single and double
triangular signs will be the ideograms for ‘king’ and ‘land’ respec-
tively, and the four strokes appended to the second sign and
independent as the last will in each case stand for the phonetic
value me), and proposed tarku-timme KING of-the-LAND
er-me as the reading of the whole.

But the inscription was too short to give a chance for a convinc-
ing decipherment.* It gave probable enough meanings for two
ideograms and one phonetic value (ime), but Sayce’s three other
identifications were too speculative to carry much weight. The

86
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Tarkondemos scal was hardly a Rosetta Stone, and the realization
of this may be said to mark the end of the first act, or honeymoon
phase, of Hittite Hieroglyphic rescarch.

The second act, which now began, lasted fifty years. It was
characterized by a steady growth in the material available for
study, and by the number of scholars, working for the most part
independently of cach other, who contributed interpretations and
decipherments. The correct, and ncar-correct, proposals of syl-
labic values made during those years arc shown in the table
opposite. They are very few compared to the wrong guesses made.
For instance Sayce in 1903 published phonetic values for sixty-five
syllabic signs: only onc or two were right. Many others did little
better. It was not casy to scparate the grain from so much chaff, but
neverthcless, a small nucleus of agreed values gradually came into
being.

Main events in this second act included a collected edition of the
known inscriptions by L. Messerschmidt (19oo—06: over forty
sizable texts), and the discovery of the cunciform archives of the
Hittite capital in the excavations at Boghaz-kdy by Hugo Winkler
and Makridi-Bey in 1906-07 and 1911-12. The total number of
tablets and tragments of tablets amounted to some twenty
thousand. They were being worked on by Friedrich Hrozny, the
Professor of Semitic Languages at the University of Vienna, when
the First World War broke out and he had to return home.
Nevertheless, he had copied enough to enable him to identify, in
1915, the language as a branch of Indo-European on the grounds
both of vocabulary (for instance wa-a-tar, ‘water’) and inflection
(for instance the presenttense of the verb for ‘I make’, i-ya-mi, i-ya-
si, i-ya-zi, i-ya-ti-e-ni, i-ya-at-te-ni, i-ya-an-zi). The reading of the
documents (which date to between 1450 and 1200 B €) presented
no serious problem of decipherment since the great majority of
the syllabic signs were used with their expected values. As a result
the language of cunciform Hittite came to be known with
considerable certainty. Moreover in the Boghaz-koy documents
there were occasional passages and quotations in other languages,
one of which was the closely related dialect known as Luvian.
This was to prove the language of the so-called Hittite
Hieroglyphs.

The third act in the story of the decipherment can be said to
have begun at a clearly defined point in time, the International
Congress of Linguists held at Leiden i September 1931, At this
congress two major, independent, papers were read on the subject
of Hittite Hicroglyphic. One was by Emil Forrer, the other by
Ignace Gelb. Forrer’s interest was focused on the interpretation of
the texts, and Gelb’s on the structure of the script; but despite this
difference of approach there was a substantial amount of agreement
in their results, as can be seen in the table opposite.

The measure of this agreement and the fact that it had been
reached independently was a most encouraging sign. The progress
of the decipherment became quicker, with contributions being
made from many quarters — see Ill. 88.

Atlast came the discovery of what had been so long hoped for, a
substantial bilingual. It was made 11 1947 by H. T. Bossert, then

87 Ignace J. Gelb, b. 1907

<

88 The stages i the
decipherment of the
syllabary
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8 Bilingual monument at
the entrance-way to the
hill-fortress at Karatepe.

a, general view showing the
panels with the Phocnician
mscription; b, detail of the
wall opposite, with Luvian
Hicroglyphic inscription
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Director of the Department of Near Eastern Studies at Istanbul
University, in the excavation of an eighth-century hill fortress at
Karatepe n castern Cilicia. The biscript is in Luvian hieroglyphs
and in Phoenician and occurs twice, on the sides of two of the
entrance ways mto the citadel. The author of the inscription 1s
Azatiwatas, a local prince, and its purposc 1s to announce that he
was the founder of the citadel and the bringer of security, peace,
and prosperity to his countrymen.

The bilingual brought security to the decipherment too, in that
the greater part of it was clearly confirmed. But some was erro-
neous, and unravelling error is notoriously more dithicult than
tnding the right solution to begin with.

The credit for the reform, like that for the decipherment itself,
belongs to no single person. Gelb and Bossert himself made nitial
suggestions, and the major work was done by Neumann, Hawkins,
and Morpurgo-Davies. 11l 88 shows the extent of the improve-
ment. It mainly concerned two pairs of signs, 1 L and t 1, but
they are of frequent occurrence, and the cttect of understanding
them more accurately has been profound.

It began with new evidence. Pithot excavated in 196y carried a
hieroglyphic inscription in which 1. hitherto transliterated i,
seemed to correspond with a cuneiform syllabogram that began
with a sibilant (s, £, 5, or 2). Now the relationship between the four
signs had always been a puzzle. Only the simple forms occur in the
second millennium, or Empire, period. So what was the purpose of
the inmovation? Meriggi had thought it might indicate a long



vowel, Gelb a nasal one. But if 1t was after all nota pure vowel but
a syllabogram of the normal CV type, then this opened a new pos-
sibility. Hawkins er al. (1974, pp. 155 tf.) showed that the double
stroke distinguished the vowel, whereas in the early period the one
sign served for both (i)i and iq, and the other for both zi and za.

The new values clear up many points both of vocabulary and of
grammar. A simple layman’s example is that the Luvian for sheep,
which had previously been hawas (viz. ha-ia-a-sa) is now hawis (ha-
wa/i-i-sa) with the same —i stem as its cousins, Greek ous, Latin ovis,
and Sanskrit avih. Each such improvement is a small thing in itself,
but their cumulative eftect for the understanding of Luvian and its
place in the Indo-European family of languages 1s great.

Luvian Hicroglyphic

Decipherment techniques

We have now surveyed the history of the decipherment from its
tirst beginmings to its present state. Let us now look at the tech-
niques employed in it. An unknown language written in an
unknown script with virtually no bilingual aid should by all the
rules have been undecipherable. So how was it done?

First of all, as we have seen, there was never any serious doubt
that it was a script, and very little doubt about what sort of a script
it was — a syllabary with an ideographic element. Thus the case was
very different from that presented by the Egyptian hieroglyphs.
But, of course, 1t was the decipherment of them and of the
cuneiform scripts and of the Cypriot syllabary, that made it possible
to arrive so quickly at this basic conclusion.

Then there was the so-called “Tarkondemos’ seal. The value of
this lay mainly in- the corresponding contirmation it offered,
though it also gave one plausible phonetic value and the meaning
of two ideograms.

Third, the ideograms. It was these which contributed most to
the decipherment. To a large extent they supplied the place that
in other decipherments was filled by a bilingual. Thus the sign @
was recognized by Sayce as indicating cop as carly as 1880, ‘a
solid starting-point for ascertaining the values and meanings of the
Hittite Hicroglyphs’. His reasoning was that on the rock-carvings
‘the divinities are all given their appropriate symbols, and Hittite
characters are attached to cach of them, evidently expressing their
names. Each group of characters begins with the same hiero-
glyphic, which must therefore be the determinative prefix of
divinity” The use of this ideogram is illustrated below.”

TEVURE f“‘w 19214
m";l%l
»\’Jff; £

,‘,r

90 Beginning of an
mscription from Carchemish.
The names of Carchemish
(KAR-ka-mi-si-za-sa)
TOWN

(%? 03 eeea Y IQA and
of Tarhunzas (DEITY
STORMGOD — sa

@W Q) occur in each

of the lines illustrated.

a, photograph of the
original; b, a squecze
reproduced by Hogarth
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Another two idcograms, those for KING and COUNTRY, were
given by the Tarkondemos seal. Later the idcogram for TOwN
(which had at first been confused with that for kING ) was
identified.

Now there were plenty of contemporary names for gods, kings,
towns, and countries available in the cunciform records. In theory
these gave a hope of reading the sign-groups accompanying the
idcograms that occurred in the texts. However there was still the
formidable problem of finding the right group for the right name.
Success was most likely with places. When a particular sign-group
was unique to inscriptions from a particular site, and was always
accompanied by the ideogram for TOwN, then it was a reasonable
guess that the sign-group gave the town’s name. Ill. 9o shows an
example of such a group. It was unique to inscriptions from
Carchemish, for which the most usual Assyrian spelling can be
transliterated Karkames. The identification, first made by Six and
adopted by Jensen in 1894, was gencrally accepted thercafter,
though the sound-values were not always allocated in the same
way. Nevertheless, there could be no disputing the confirma-
tion off ered by thethird sign for the me/mi of the Tarkondemos seal.

Another instance among many, this time assisted by the
remarkable durability of Syrian place-names, was the allocation
of the value hi to sign 413.7 This was identified by its being the
middle sign of a town-name on an inscription built into the wall
of a church at Andaval. This was ncar the modemn village of
Nakida, whose name is spelt Nabhita in cuneiform Hittite texts.

However, as this sort of reasoning is inevitably somewhat pre-
carious, mistakes were made. Cowley, a carcful scholar, felt
reasonably confident in 1917 about reading a sign-group found
only at Marash as murkas (the Assyrian name of the town being
markasu). But in fact he was wrong, and Forrer was later to show
that the name ought to be read Muwatallis, a king of Marash known
from Assyrian and Hittite records.

The fourth tool was positional analysis. Experience with
syllabarics, such as the Cypriot, had made it clear that frequent
signs which occurred predominantly or uniquely at the beginning
of sign-groups were likely to be pure vowels; this was the main
argument for giving the value a to sign 209 (now read as 7). But
there are not many signs for pure vowels in a syllabic script, and so
this particular argument is of limited utility. More uscful on a wider
tield, but also more risky, is the argument from interchange. If the
same word can be spelled in different ways (for example in English
enquiry, inquiry; synclironise, synchronize; inflexional, inflectional in the
passage quoted from Sayce on page 138), it is pretty well certain
that the interchanging letters carry the same, or much the same,
sound-value — provided of course that the word 1s the same. If not,
there will be a disastrous mistake, and not cven context is an
infallible guide. For instance, ‘the issue was debated” and ‘the issue
was debased’ are both letter-sequences that may be found in
English, but it does not follow from them that s and ¢ are pro-
nounced alike. During the course of the decipherment the inter-
change argument was used successfully several times (for instance,
for the signs 19, 29, 41, 100, 103, 196, 207) and once or twice



fallaciously (for instance, Gelb’s initial assignment of u to sign 215).7

Finally, after the recovery of the Hittite and Luvian languages
from the cuneiform archives of Boghaz-kdy, it became possible to
use language arguments to help the decipherment. Thus the
Luvian enclitic word for ‘and’ (la) gave Forrer the phonetic value
ha for sign 215, the context of whose occurrences showed it to be
used for writing such a particle, and the value was confirmed by its
occurrence as a verb-ending (the first person singular of the Luvian
past tense ends in -lia. However the values of a and 1 for signs 209
and 376 were thought to be confirmed by the frequent word
beginning *aia- interpreted as Luvian for ‘make’ (cf. Hittite rya-).
This was dangerously misleading because when it became an
orthodoxy it took courage as well as clear-sightedness to gainsay it.

These instances, which could of course be multiplied, may serve
to give an idea of the principles on which the decipherment pro-
gressed. None of them was novel; none by itself led to a break-
through. Indeed, as we saw at the beginning of the chapter, there
never was any moment of breakthrough. The decipherment of
Luvian Hieroglyphic was thus the least dramatic of all. What made
it unique was the comparatively equal contributions made to it by
so many different scholars and by means of so many different
avenues of approach.

Finally the script. As it has come down to us it may seem less
than genuine writing, used not for conununication so much as for
display on seals and on rock-inscriptions, which, as Laroche put it,
are essentially seals writ large. However there do exist letters of the
late period written on lead, and there are also accounting docu-
ments. Furthermore the script not only survived from the Bronze
Age into the first millennium (as Mycenaean failed to do) but
underwent improvement. The creation of L and 1 out of
N and 1 s analogous to the way in which our own u and v, j
and i were differentiated in modern times, and is not the kind of
thing one would expect to happen m a script that was dying or
bemng artificially preserved.

However die it did. If the main purpose of the hieroglyphs was
to perpetuate the glory of local rulers they were sadly ineffectual.
The Greek historian Herodotus, writing in the fifth century B¢ of
a Luvian Hieroglyphic inscription in the Karabel pass, could
mistake it for an Egyptian one. Worse than that, Homer, writing or
singing at a time when the script may still have been in use and was
certainly not long dead, makes his hero Achilles refer to rock-
carvings near Smyrna as Niobe and her people turned to stone by
Zeus. Neither the poet nor any of his subsequent commentators
had any memory of the existence, let alone the meaning, of the
Luvian Hicroglyphic writing.*

Luvian Hieroglyphic
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The script of Mycenaean Linear B, which was to become the sub-
Jject of the most dramatic decipherment since Champollion’s, was
discovered and identified together with two of its cognate
Aegean scripts by Arthur Evans, the excavator of Knossos.

Evans had begun adult life as correspondent of the liberal
newspaper, the Manchester Guardian, at Dubrovnik, the Balkans
being then very much a centre of national liberation movements,
but by the time his career becomes relevant to us he had made a
name for himself as a numismatist and antiquary and was Keeper
of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. In this capacity he had his
attention drawn, in the early 189o0s, to sealstones from the Aegean
area engraved with unfamiliar characters of a hieroglyphic
appearance. This made him interested in the possibility of the
existence of an Aegean writing system, for his mind, he tells us,
had for some time been exercised by the apparent contradiction
between the high artistic and material level of the civilization
unearthed by Schliemann and the lack of any evidence of literacy
in the excavated sites.

What is surprising about this is not so much Evans’ surprise as
the form it took. One might have expected him to argue on the
lines that the social organization needed to maintain a Mycenaean
palace must have required written records or that the Mycenaeans
could hardly have failed to acquire a technique of such convenience
which was already in use in Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Syria.
Instead he talks of ‘Man before Writing’, a concept that carries
the implicit assumption that technological development is
cvolutionarily determined — as if there were a certain stage at
which normal societies become literate just as there 1s a stage at
which normal jaws grow teeth.

But though this evolutionary preconception was to havea strong
influence on Evans’ subsequent interpretation of the facts, it did
not stop his objective and energetic pursuit of them. In Athens in
1893 he was able to buy a number of scalstones engraved with
designs similar to those he had been shown in Oxford, and which
were said to have come from Crete. The next year he travelled in
the island, and purchased, or took casts of, many more. The stones,
he found, werc often still in use, being worn by women as milk-
charms. By April 1894 he was already in a position to send a letter
to the Athenaeum! narrating his discoveries and making most of the
points he was to include in his first main article in the Journal of
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o1 ‘Was it possible that such
masterpieces as the intarsia
designs of the daggers from
the Acropolis tombs at
Mycenae, the intaglios of the
signets, the living reliefs of
the Vapheio vases, were the
work of *“Man betore
Writing” ?” Evans (1909)

Hellenic Studies later in the year. In the article he published seventy-
three sealstones, together with a number of potters’ and masons’
marks. The whole was enough to put the existence of some sort of
Cretan Bronze Age writing beyond reasonable doubt.

Evans was not content just to publish the objects; his article
contained a full discussion of the new writing in its historical and
evolutionary perspective. Since Evans’ views on Cretan writing
were to carry more weight during the next fifty years than those
of everybody else put together, we must look at their formative
period with particular care.
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92-95

The first sentence of the first article 1s a strange one. It invites us
to keep our eyes on a fact for which it tells us there 1s no evidence.
‘In the absence of abiding monuments the fact has generally been
lost sight of, that throughout what is now the civilized European
area there must once have existed systems of picture-writing such
as still survive among the more primitive races of mankind.” All
that remains now of these perished systems is the occasional
pictograph painted or scratched on rock or megalithic monument
mn Denmark, Lapland, the Maritime Alps, and the Dalmatian
coast. But ‘if we had before us the articles of bark and hide and
wood of early man in this quarter of the globe or could still see the
tattoo marks on his skin we should have a very different idea of
the part once played by picture-writing on European soil. As it 1s,
1t 1s right that imagination should supply the deficiency of existing
evidence’, particularly n the case of ‘the great Thraco-Phrygian
race’ which inhabited south-cast Europe. ‘It 1s impossible indeed
to suppose that this European population was so far below even
the Red Indian stage of culture as not to have largely resorted to
pictographs as an aid to memory and communication.’

Pictographs, then, according to Evans, were widely diffused.
With them was diffused a readiness for writing proper. This
matured first in the older civilization arcas of Egypt, Babylonia,
and China. Elsewhere ‘the same development from the simple
pictographic to the hieroglyphic or quasi-alphabetic might
naturally be expected to have taken place in more than one
Europcean arca had it not been cut short by the invasion of the
fully-cquipped Phoenician system of writing’. Indeed this
maturation had already begun to take place in Anatoha and the
Aegean, as is shown by Luvian Hieroglyphic and Cypriot. Some,
but only some, of the Cretan signs show a striking resemblance to
signs In onc or other of these systems. This can ‘best be explained
by supposing that the systems had grown up in a more or less
coterminous area out of still more primitive pictographic elements’.
What could be more natural than that certain common features
should have been preserved when cach arca ‘began independently
to devclop’ its share of the original substrate of pictographs into ‘a
more formalized hieroglyphic script’?

In this way Evans fitted his new Cretan writing very neatly on
to his scheme of the evolution of human writing in general. But
one more element was needed to complete the join. If writing
was a sort of evolutionary process with an innate tendency to move
from the pictographic towards the alphabetic, then the develop-
ment should not have stopped dead but have continued within
the body of Cretan writing itsclf. Evans thought that he could
detect evidence for this continued growth. The script he had dis-
covered scemed to him to be classifiable into three overlapping
stages. The earliest of them, the pictographic (Ill. 92), ‘often
exhibits somewhat ecarlier versions of the same designs that re-
appear among the “hieroglyphs” of the later class’. The ‘hiero-
glyphs” (Il. 93) were conventionalized, almost linear, signs
selected from tlie repertoire of pictographs, and amounted in total
to some eighty-two characters. The ‘linear signs’ (Ill. 94), which
were sometimes the same as the ‘hieroglyphs’, numbered thirty-
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92-95 The evolution of
Cretan writing as conceived
by Evans in 1894.

92, genuine pictographic: a
sealstone whose ‘owner
was evidently a master of
fHocks and herds’. Steatite.
From Praesos.

93, conventionalized
pictographs or
‘hieroglyphs’. Carnclian.
From eastern Crete. 94, the
signs further reduced to
‘lincar symbols’. Blocks
trom the (then still
unexcavated) palace of
Knossos. 95, these different
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two on twelve inscriptions, including scalstones, vase graffiti,
potters’ and masons’ marks. All classes might be represented on a
single stone — for an example see Ill. 95, where the purely decora-
tive signs on faces a and ¢ showed up the significant nature of the
others, the figure on face h (though analogous to the pictographic
sign on Ill. 92) was so conventionally drawn as to be considered
a ‘hieroglyph’, and face d contained three signs of which the two
on the left were purely linear while the one on the right belonged
to both the hieroglyphic and the linear class.

It is clear from this how very subjective were Evans’ criteria for
distinguishing his three classes of sign. The difference between a
pictograph and a hieroglyph depended on how conventionalized
he considered the picture to be. The difference between a ‘hiero-
glyphic’ and a ‘lincar sign” depended on whether he could recognize
a picture n 1t.2

The subjectiveness of his criteria was to lead him into difficultics.
Further travels in Crete brought him more material, including the
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96 Libation table from the
Dictaean Cave with an

mscription in ‘the
prae-Phoenician script of
Crete’. Drawn by Evans

(1897)
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first inscription in the script that was later to be distinguished as
Lincar A. Publishing these in 1897 (and attributing the far too
carly date of 2000 B C to the Lincar A inscribed libation table) Evans
had sccond thoughts both on the independence of Cretan writing
and on the direction in which it had evolved. Evidence for pre-
dynastic Egyptian writing gave ‘some warrant for inferring that
the proto-Egyptians were ahcad of the Acgean peoples in the
cvolution of their Acegean script’. The latter may therefore have
been ‘partly derived’ from Egypt. Evans was looking at the signs
on the libation table as if they were items in a muscum rather than
as constituent members of a coherent system, comparing them
with his Cretan ‘lincar’ or ‘pictographic’, with Egyptian, Libyan,
Cypriot, Semitic, and cven with carly Greek letters. But he did
not go the whole way along this road. “That the Cretan lincar
forms arc wholly of exotic origin it 1s impossible to believe. Simple
as these signs are, and carly as they appear, we are entitled by all
analogy to supposc that the lincar characters are themscelves only
the worn survivals of a primitive system of picturc-writing, in
which, like the first drawings of a child on a slate, various objects
arc depicted by a series of lines.’

This view of primitive pictures is decidedly different from that
taken in his 1894 article. He had begun to feel that ‘the lincar
characters of the Cretan and Acgean scripts go back to a very carly
period and may be rather derived from the primitive school of
engraving in which the objects are indicated by mere lines, like
the firstdrawings of a child on aslate, than from the moredeveloped
pictographic style. The conventional script [that is what in 1894 he
had called the ‘hicroglyphic’] derived from this more advanced
style must therefore in the main be regarded as parallel with the
lincar characters rather than as their immediate source.” On this
ground he now decided that the scal shown in Ill. 95 pre-dated



T A BLE I
PROTO-EGYPTIAN OR ECYPTO-LIBYAN CRETAN AND AEGEAN
SIGN-GROUPS SIGN-GROUPS

VLALES:

NEB 300

97 Far-flung comparisons.

Evan (17 O Ab))h J\O ﬁ i 1 AKX

% © th 220y

= GF <
AV | A%
MY B DE | 54

the evolution of the conventionalized pictographic or ‘hicro-
glyphic’ class, saying that it ‘illustrates the fact that linear signs had
alrcady been evolved from lincar drawings in this primitive
period’. Moreover the direction of sign evolution might be
reversed. In 1894 Evans had illustrated the theoretical degradation
of an cye into a circle. In 1897 he envisaged development in the 98
opposite direction. ‘A wholesale revival of the pictographic style
. took place in Crete during the Mycenaean period. . . . The
lincar figures assume a more realistic aspect in keeping with an
age in which the engraver’s art and the artistic sense were more
highly developed. . . . A mere circle completes itsclf as the human
eyc. The upright and cross lines that scem to have stood for a tree
take again a more vegetable shape. . . ." It should be stressed that at
this date Evans had no evidence other than stylistic for dating his
material. His argument therefore was to a large extent circular.

98 Sign-evolution - but n
whuh direction? From Evans
m © @®
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Excavation and speculation

What Evans wanted was evidence from excavation, and he was
soon to get it. The site of Knossos, the great city in Crete where
Homer tells us Minos ruled, had long been known. To excavate it
had been among Schlicmann’s plans, but Schliemann had died
before he could realize it. Evans staked his claim to the site in 1894,
during his first visit to the 1sland, by buying a quarter-share in the
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land from one of the Moslem brothers who owned it. With the
liberation of the island from Turkish rule and its establishment as
an independent republic, he acquired the whole. Excavation began
with the new century. Within a week he had found the first frag-
ment of a tablet, and a few days later on 5 April 1900 ‘an entire
hoard of these clay documents, many of them perfect, was dis-
covered amidst a deposit of charred wood in a bath-shaped
receptacle of terracotta set close against the wall’ (Evans 1900, p.
18). He at once sent a description of the discovery together with a
drawing of one of the tablets to the Athenaeum under the title “The
Palace Archives of Mycenaean Cnossus’. At the time he naturally
thought that what he was discovering was another Mycenaean
palace: only later did he rcahize that Cretan civilization was
earlier and distinct, and coined the word Minoan to describe it.

Many more of these tablets and also a deposit of the ‘Hieroglyphic
Class” were to be found in the next few weeks. When he published
his account of the season’s work in the Annual of the British School
at Athens for that year, Evans still maintained his 1897 view that the
‘hieroglyphic class” represented a later development. Indeed, he
thought 1t was supported by the stratification of the respective
deposits. The new inscriptions enabled him to expand his list of
‘hieroglyphic’ signs to over a hundred. Surveying it in the light
of the tablets in the ‘linear’ script which he had discovered, he was
able to make the still valid observation that ‘although a small pro-
portion of the signs of the hieroglyphic Cretan scries arc common
to the lincar group, as a whole it contains surprisingly few common
elements and clearly represents an independent system’.

He assigned the script of the tablets to his previously determined
‘linear’ category, and made about it a large number of remarks
which have stood the test of time. Among them were the left-to-
right direction of the writing, the decimal system of numeration,
the existence of 1deograms and of metric signs, the word-divider,
the nature and number of the syllabic signs (about seventy in
common use). Where Evans was weakest was on the sign-forms.
Eager as ever to detect their evolutionary origins he saw among
them ‘the human head and neck, the hand, the crossed arms, a
pointed cup, a bird flying, three- or four-barred gates, a fence, a
high-backed throne, a tree, and a leaf’. This is a perilous type of
argument as one can see 1f one imagines a future anthropologist
using it to analyze the script of our own motor-car culture: he
could identify symbols derived from the wheel (O), the spring (C),
the gear-lever gate (H), a popular cylinder-arrangement (V) and
so forth. The identifications would lend support to each other and
it would not be easy to prove him wrong without a knowledge
of the prior history of the letter-forms. In the case of the Cretan
script such knowledge was, and still 1s, lacking.

But though Evans believed that he could detect the ultimate
pictorial origins of a number of signs, he felt that the script as a
whole belonged to an advanced stage. “The letters are of free up-
right “Europcan’ aspect, far more advanced in type than the
cuneiform characters. They arc equally ahcad of the Egyptian
hieroglyphs.’

The reader will have noticed that so far Evans has talked simply
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The tablets themselves are oblong slips of
hand-moulded clay, flat on the engraved side,
with almost adze-like ends, but thickening to-
wards the centre of the back. They vary in
length from about two to nearly seven inches,
and in bresdth from a half to three inches. As
in the case of the Chaldaan tablets, lines are
ruled at intervaly for the convenience of the
scribes, and one of the largest examples shows
eighteen of these, a certain proportion of them
left blank. The most usualtype consists of two
lines, or even a single lineof inscription, written
from left to right lengthwise along the tablet,
but some of the broader tablets have the lines
arranged across their narrower diameter. The
subjoined copy reproduces a good specimen of
this latter class.
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of ‘the lincar script’ or ‘the advanced lincar script’. But in 1902 the
Italian archacologist Halbherr discovered a large number of very
different-looking tablets at Hagia Triada in the south of the
island; and in the year after, at Knossos, Evans himself found
similar inscriptions in the “Temple Repository’ datable to an earlier
period than the other tablets. As a result Evans now divided his
lincar system into two classes, ‘A’ for the script found in the Temple
Repository, on the libation table, at Hagia Triada, and at some
other sites in Crete, ‘B’ for the main deposits of clay tablets at
Knossos. The two scripts shared ‘a large common clement’, but
the distinguishing features, though minor (c.g. different forms of
what was evidently the same sign; some signs present in the one
and absent in the other; the alternative use of dots as well as dashes
for ‘tens’ in Linear A), were regular and consistent. Evans con-
cluded that Linear B, though attested n a later stratification at
Knossos, was ‘fundamentally a parallel rather than a derivative
system . . . of more or less equal antiquity’ which had come to the
fore at Knossos in the latest Palace period at the expense of the
other, ‘owing to some political change’ (1903, p. §3).

In the same year Evans found cause to reassess his dating of the
Knossos ‘hicroglyphic’ documents and to assign them to a period
carlier than that of the linear scripts (1903, p. 20).

Evans’ classification of the scripts he had found into three types,
namely ‘hieroglyphic’ or ‘conventionalized pictographic’, ‘Linear
Script of Class A’, and ‘Linear Script of Class I3, has stood the test
of time and is still employed. It was no inconsiderable achievement.

The flaw in his thinking about the scripts was, as I have indicated
above, his desire to sce a significance in the form of each individual
sign and to trace their origin back to a hypothetical seed-bed of
very primitive picture-writing. Evans continued to take this
seriously, and devoted the whole of the first of his three lectures
delivered to the Royal Institute in 1903 to its claboration. These
lectures, only published in note form (Evans 1903 b), began with
the astonishing headings:

Articulate language of relatively late development

This fact increases importance of pictorial records in primitive times

Man drew before he talked
Thesc ideas are expanded in an essay Evans wrote for R.R. Marett’s
book Anthropology and the Classics (1908). After some lyrical praise
of the fine features of the men of the ‘proto-European race’, akin
to the men of Cro~-Magnon who were responsible for the art of the
Reindeer Period, he asks whether, in addition to the gesturcs
attested in Reindeer Art, they had alsoa fully developed speech. His
answer 1s that they may not have had. For m North America there
are more than sixty language families, cach with up to twenty
distinct languages, yet there is a unity of race and a unity of gesture-
language. ‘Is it conceivable’, he asks, ‘if the original forefathers of
these tribes had brought with them a fully developed articulate
speech that the languages of their descendants should be so radically
different? The example of deaf mutes among other things shows
the basclessness of the idea that ‘oral language 1s necessary for the
expression of abstract ideas’, and it 1s therefore quite possible that
men drew before they talked.
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We can see too in this essay that Evans, despite his 1903 re-
dating of the Cretan ‘conventionalized pictographic’ at Knossos
had not abandoned his 1897 ideas of evolution. He still stresses the
possibility of its proceeding in either direction. Picture may give
way to Linear (‘degeneration’, ‘stylization’, ‘linearization’); but
there also exists a less generally recognized process of ‘claboration’,
in which, starting with the ‘slate-pencil style’ of children, line
gives way to picture. ‘Art begins with skeletons, and it is only a
gradual proficiency that clothes them with flesh and blood.’

Finally these contradictory concepts of evolution are reconciled
in a remarkable passage of Romantic Anthropology, all the more
remarkable for being inspired by the prosaic problem of the
development of the alphabet.

It 1s strange indeed that in the very infancy of its art mankind
should have produced the elemental figures which the most
perfected alphabetic systems have simply repeated. The elements
of advanced writing were indeed there, but the time had not yet
come when their real value could be recognized. It has only been
after the lapse of whole acons of time, through the gradual decay
and conventionalization of a much more elaborate pictography,
that civilized mankind reverted to these ‘beggarly elements’, and
literature was born. Yet it is well to remember that the pre-
existence of this old family of linear figures, and their survival or
re-birth, the world over, as simple signs or marks, were always at
hand to exercise a formative influence. There may well have beena
tendency for the decayed elements of pictographic or hicroglyphic
writing to associate themselves with such standard lincar types.

Evans’ final views
I have quoted at length from these lesser-known passages of
Evans’ philosophy of writing, partly for their own intrinsic
interest, partly because they illustrate a way of thinking then
fashionable and still alive, and partly because Evans himself took
them seriously. Unless we suppose that his theorizing was just an
irrelevant foible or discase of the mind, we must suppose that it
somehow affected his more practical and empirical work on the
problems of the script. I prefer the latter supposition and would
see the manifestation of his theory in the strange inability he always
exhibited to accept the consequences of his conclusion that the
seventy or so most common signs of the ‘advanced linear scripts’
were syllabic. He had reached this conclusion in 1900 and did not
subsequently retract it. But he could never rid himself of a belief
in the simultaneous importance of the assumed pictorial origin of
the signs. Forinstance, he thought that the sign now deciphered by
Ventris as a represented a double-axe and had a religious con-
notation in the inscriptions where it occurred; and that the sign
now deciphered by Ventris as o depicted a throne and was a symbol
of dominion, or at any rate of royal lineage, in the names where it
occurred as a phonetic sign.# This confusion was obviously a major
barrier to his own prospects of success in decipherment. More-
over it helps to explain, and even to excuse, his delay in publishing.
For though his main discoveries of the Linear B tablets were made
between 1900 and 1904, Evans had still not published them when
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he died forty years later, nor did he allow anyone clse to do so.
This has generally been considered a possessiveness hard to forgive,
and so perhaps in part it was. But it is made understandable by the
nature of Evans’ general thcory. This implied that the writing
system of the tablets was not an isolated technical problem which
could be uscfully worked on piecemeal by others, but an integral
part of Minoan civilization, only intelligible in the light of the
whole body of the archaeological cvidence.

However this may be, Evans’ plan was that he should publish
the documents himself under the title Scripta Minoa, and the first
volume of the series, the only one to be completed in Evans’
lifetime, was issued in 1909. Its subject was the ‘hicroglyphic’ or
‘conventionalized pictographic’ script, though Evans was tempted
by the recent discovery of the Phaistos Disk into a long digression
on its unique (and still undeciphered) writing. Scripta Minoa I 1s an
admirably full publication, giving photographs and drawings of
each document and a detailed discussion of cach of the 135 signs
that Evans now identified in the script, but in the way of general
theory it contained nothing new, merely re-stating the ideas that
Evans had alrcady put forward elsewhere.

After this the Scripta Minoa project seems to have yielded its
priority in Evans’ mind to that of the more general Palace of Minos
(4 vols. 1921-35). Nevertheless, he did not altogether cease to
think about the problems of Minoan writing; aspects of the sub-
ject come up for discussion sceveral times in the Palace of Minos,
particularly in the first and last volumes.

The first volume (1921) contains an important section on ‘Linear
Script A and its Sacral Usage’. Herce Evans observed that whereas
the Linear B script was almost exclusively attested on clay tablets,
the script of Class A was employed also for inscriptions on other
objects, most, if not all, of which were of a religious naturc. This
observation is still valid. He also pointed out various more detailed
differences between the scripts, for instance the greater fondness of
Lincar A for ligatured signs. He settled its numeral system and
tabulated its signary. But he made no attempt to analyse the
structure of the sign-groups which he regarded as phonetic.

In regard to the ‘hicroglyphic’ script the volume contained only
one addition of significant theoretical import. This was an instance
of how he supposed the ideographic clement of the script to work.
It is a clay sealing, equivalent to a picce of used sealing-wax in the
world of a few gencrations ago. The impression on it is that of a
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scalstone carved with an olive-spray and a ship. Evans interprets
the whole asa sort of label meaning ‘export oil’. But it is an isolated,
almost random, interpretation. Before accepting it one would
have to sce it related systematically to other evidence. It would
have to be shown that there were other scalstones which looked
as 1f they identified classes of document rather than individual
owners, and plausible explanations of their commercial use
would have to be given. But Evans did not attempt any of this.
However, in his final discussion of the scripts in the fourth
volume of the Palace of Minos (1935), Evans, now over cighty ycars
old, was to take some preliminary steps in the sort of internal
analysis that was later to prove so fruitful in the hands of Alice
Kober and Michael Ventris. The ideas of it may have been sug-
gested by Cowley, for in the interim period in a volume of essays
presented to Evans on the occasion of his seventy-fifth birthday
Cowley had contributed some extremely well-reasoned remarks
on the subject of Linear B. He observed that if one looked at the
later, but almost certainly related, Cypriot sylhbary onc could sce
six signs that were practically identical in form to Lincar B
characters. In Cypriot these stood for the sign-values tq, to, lo, pa, u,
se. The obvious thing to hope was that these signs carried the same
values in the Knossos script as well as having the same shapes. The
question was, how could onc tind out. Cowley thought he had
found a way. A long tablet, a copy of which had been given to him
by Evans, appcared, from the way in which cach listed item was
followed by a particular determinative and the figure ‘1, to be a
list of men’s names. If the sign-groups preceding cach determinative
carricd syllabic values, as was generally believed, and if the language

103 Lincar B inflection
recognized by Evans in 1935

({? ==
104 Lincar B sign-groups
tor ‘boy’ and ‘girl’

recognized by Cowley in
1927
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was an inflected one, then it was reasonable to suppose that many
of the final syllables in the listed names would share the same
vowel. Now eleven of the sixty-four names ended with the sign
that had the same form as the Cypriot lo, and an cqual number
ended with the sign that looked like the Cypriot to (and eleven
more with what Cowley thought might be the Cypriot po). So it
seemed that a significant proportion of men’s names ended in -o.
If so, then the language was probably an inflected one in which
terminations were significant, and the signary was close enough to
the Cypriot for useful comparisons to be made. This was a most
Ingenious argument.

Another proposal made by Cowley in the same article was that
two groups which occur in a tablet listing women might stand for
‘boy’ and ‘girl’. Cowley suggested two ways in which the signs
might bear this meaning. Either they could be idcographic, in
which case the first would mean cHiLD and the sccond MALE or
FEMALE respectively; or they could be syllabic ‘as if »0d00¢ and
zovon)” (Greek words for ‘boy’ and ‘girl’). Cowley preferred the
first alternative, but it was the sccond which was confirmed by
Ventris’ decipherment, though with the sexes reversed and some
important differences of spelling (see page 174).

In 1935 Evans accepted Cowley’s interpretation of ‘boy’ and
‘girl’, and followed up his suggestions on the terminations of male
and female names by bringing into consideration a wider range of
material. His conclusion was that ‘an examination of the names
followed respectively by the male and female figures showed that
in each case there wasa preponderance of particular terminal signs.’
He also pointed out the frequent alternation of the signs f and 7 at
the end of otherwise identical sign-groups, commenting ‘We
have here, surcly, good evidence of declension.” He was quite
right.

It 1s pleasant to reflect that Evans, who had discovered and
classified the Minoan scripts, and who had spent so much of his
life and fortunc in pursuit of Minoan facts, succceded at last in
pointing to the path that was to lead to Ventris’ decipherment.>
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Chapter Nine

Kober, Ventris, and Linear B

Though the only example recounted in this book of a decipher-
ment which is not yct absolutely certain, that of Linear B 1s un-
questionably the most brilliant considered purely as an intellectual
feat. Tounderstand it we shall have to go into rather more technical
detail than we have had to with the others, and at rather greater
length.

The credit for its accomplishment belongs to Michael Ventris,
and the path to it was, as we have seen, pointed out by Evans, aided
by Cowley. But the first and most difficult steps along that path
were taken by an American, Alice Kober. It was one thing to
suggest that the writing on the Lincar B tablets might conceal an
inflected language. It was quite another to establish definite patterns
of inflection. This 1s what Miss Kober did. Her work on the script
1s contained 1n a series of firm and penetrating articles which
appeared from 1943 to 1950.

Let us start with her survey article “The Minoan Scripts: Fact
and Theory’, published in 1948. In it she set out what was known
of the various Acgean scripts,! argued that Linear B almost cer-
tainly represented a different language from Linear A (since it had
a different word for ‘total’ and a number of inflectional patterns
lacking in A), and concluded that because of the presence of this
inflectional evidence as well as the greater quantity of known texts
and their more homogeneous nature, the Linear B script offered
the better prospect for decipherment. Not that the prospect was
encouraging. ‘Let us face the facts. An unknown language written
in an unknown script cannot be deciphered, bilingual or no
bilingual. It is our task to find out what the language was, or what
the phonctic values of the signs were, and so remove one of the
unknowns. . . If, as seems probable, the language of Linear B was
highly inflected, it should be possible to work out some of the
inflection patterns. Once this is done two possibilities exist. The in-
flection pattern may prove a clue to the language or to the language
group. In that case we have a more or less known language written
in an unknown script. . . . Or the inflection patterns . . . may give
information about the phonetic relationship of the signs. . . . In that
case we should have an unknown language written in a more or
less known script.” In theory, therefore, there was hope. But in
practice very little advance had been made towards its realization.
The preliminary work had not been done. How could the signs
be deciphered when it was not known how many were used with

Alice Kober
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106 Examples ot Alice
Kober's analyses of Linear
B madc in 1946. a, sign-
groups that may represent
the same words in different
forms; b, the three ‘cases’
identified; ¢, partial
paradigms for a second type
of noun
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Case T~ GRM5  TUHD
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TVAH  YYAS  WYE
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C | 2 3
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$NH 30 7'
+¥0H YE¥ND

phonetic significance, or which these were? And this information
was still lacking for all the Minoan scripts.

Ina previous article in 1945 Miss Kober had assessed the difficul-
ties of discovering inflectional patterns in a syllabic script. ‘If a
language has inflection, certain signs are bound to appear over and
over again in certain positions of the written words, as prefixes,
suffixes, or infixes. No matter how much these changes may be
obscured (. . . and with syllabaries they are bound to be obscured

.), the fact that they occur regularly must reveal them if the
amount of material available for analysis is large enough, and the
analysis sufficiently intensive.”” But caution was needed. For
mstance the written words berry/merry, heavy/heaven would, if
English were an unknown language, look like indications of
inflection, which they are not. So similarity or identity of context
are essential controls. On the other hand words genuinely in-
flected from the same stem, such as the Latin fecit (‘he did’),
fecerunt (‘they did’), might be scarcely detectable. On a Cypriot-
type open syllabary the only common sign in these two forms
would be the first, the sign for fe. The problem would be how one
could find out that the quite different-looking signs for ¢ and ce
shared the same consonant. One would need a number of instances
of the final signs or sign-groups (those for f and runt) interchanging
in other words. Only then could one be confident that the forms

fe-XY-t and fe-P@-runt belonged to the same word. Consider

again the Latin alphabetic spelling avus (‘grandfather’), atavus
(‘forefather’), where the at is clearly seen as a prefix. Ina syllabically
written script, what would appear would be a false infix ta: a-vus,
a-ta-vus.



Kober, Ventris, and Linear B

These considerations seem simple enough. But somehow it is
difficult to hold in the mind the true relationship between language
and writing. Unsuspecting people, asked how normal plurals are
formed in the English language, will generally reply that they are
formed by adding an ‘s’. A moment’s reflection will show that
this cannot be right. If by ‘an *‘s”” is meant ‘the written letter *'s”’,
then the answer fails because a language has nothing to do with the
written signs that may be used to represent it. On the other hand
if ‘an *‘s”” means the sound of an ‘s’, then this is the way to form
certain feminines (poet, poetess), never plurals. The proper answer
of course would be ‘by adding the sounds ez, z, or s’. If the distinc-
tion causes difficulty in one’s own language and in alphabetic
writing, how much more so in an unfamiliar syllabary? We have
seen Evans confused on a similar, equally elementary, point (page
155). Kober’s clear warning of the possible booby-traps ahead was
far from unnccessary.

As a sample of Kober’s method in practice it will be best to take
her most rigorous, and most famous, 1946 article. Its purpose was
to sct up noun paradigms. Its assumptions were that the language
was inflected and must thercfore show paradigms of some kind;
that in tablets of the form

word IDEOGRAPH numecral

word IDEOGRAPH numeral
the words must be nouns; and that in any onec list all the nouns
must be in the same case, though they may belong to different
declension patterns and so have different forms.

Kober began with Evans’ ‘woman’ tablets, especially the one
here reproduced. Twelve names ended in the same final sign, two
or three of them having the same penultimate sign as well. From
the rest of the inscriptions then published (amounting in all to
about seven hundred words), there were eight words ending in
these same two signs. We could provisionally suppose that these
were all nouns in the same case. Moreover, if this two-sign
termination regularly interchanged with another type of ending,
we might have another casc. The occasion does occur — see the
second column of Ill. 106a. The instances in the third column, being
unique, could not be relied on, and would have to be discarded.
Now if onc looked again through the known Linear B words, one
could find a further six ending in the same two signs as those in
column 2. This was therefore another plausible case-ending. There
was still a third to be discovered by combining the two lists and
going once again through the seven hundred available words.
The same process failed to yicld a fourth case-ending. Never-
theless, to have discovered three was satisfactory enough, especially
as applying the same processthrough a different set of terminations
gave a similar paradigm. These were presumably nouns of the
same declension whose stems ended in a different consonant. The
evidence available for the second set was less complete than for the
first. On the other hand sign-groups of the two sets, but with the
termination of ‘case 1’, occurred together on the same list on a
tablet-fragment now in the Metropolitan Museum. Ex hypothesi
these were in the same case, an important confirmation of the
rightness of Kober’s reasoning.
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- ABendings can represent
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But this was not all. There was an equally important rider. If the
syllabary was an open one of CV type like the Cypriot, it became
possible to say something about the phonetic values of four of the
signs. Two of them must share the same consonant, and two of
them must share the same vowel, as in the first two rows of I11. 108.
The other three rows in this figure were deduced from further
paradigms discovered by Miss Kober after the publication of her
1946 article.

The conclusions were not perhaps very many; but they were
reached from the small amount of evidence to be gathered from
the specimen tablets and discursive essays published on different
occasions mainly by Evans. There had been no full publication of
any excavated deposit of tablets. Yet every one of Kober’s in-
ferences in I1l. 108 has been supported by Ventris’ decipherment, the
signs reading tifto, si[so, ni[no, mi/mo, wifwo. This was remarkable
cnough. Even more remarkable was the originality of the method.
Miss Kober herself claimed (1945, p. 144) that her study was of a
kind almost unprecedented. She could have legitimately left out
the ‘almost’. All but one of the decipherments we have considered
up to now began with the location of proper names. The only
exception, that of the Ugaritic alphabet, began with the location of
a preposition. Thereafter all of them proceeded immediately to
the trial-and-error allocation of phonetic values. Kober’s method
of trying first to establish the interrelationship of the phonetic
values of particular signs on an abstract level was as unique as it
was fruitful.

Among those who were at the time working on the Aegean
scripts almost the only one, in Europe at least, who recognized the
full importance of Kober’s method was Michael Ventris. Ventris
was by profession an architect, but while he was still a schoolboy
he had had his interest aroused in the scripts by hearing a lecture
given by Sir Arthur Evans in 1936 at the fifticth anniversary
celebrations of the founding of the British School at Athens. Four
years later he published an article in the American Journal of
Archaeology in which he argued for the probability of the Minoan
language being related to Etruscan. It was generally held in
antiquity that the Etruscans had originally come to Italy from Lydia,
and in modern times inscriptions have been discovered on the
Acgean island of Lemnos written in what is apparently a cognate
dialect to Etruscan. Also many Greek place-names (such as
Hymettos, Halicarnassos, Corinthos) and some Greek words
(such as kuparissos, ‘cypress’; terebinthos, ‘terebinth’, ‘turpentine’)
were generally thought — because of the non-Greek terminations
of their stems — to be survivals of a language spoken in the area
before the arrival of the Greeks. This language was therefore a not
unlikely candidate for the language of the Bronze Age tablets,
and Ventris’ argument was that it was also likely to be related or
directly ancestral to Etruscan.

After the Second World War, in which he served with the Royal
Air Force, and after qualifying as an architect, Ventris returned
to the problem of the Minoan scripts. It was now fifty years since
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their discovery, and he decided to prepare a progress report. He
sent a detailed questionnaire to a dozen scholars in the field, ten of
whom replied. Their replies, which Ventris translated into English
where necessary and circulated back to them, are on the whole not
very illuminating. But, as John Chadwick (1958, p. 48) comments,
they ‘show at least how little agreement there was on the basic
issues’. They also show how little anybody then expected the
language to turn out to be Greek.

Throughout the next eighteen months (January 1951 to June
1952) Ventris continued writing ‘Work-Notes’ and circulating
them to the same group of scholars to whom he had written for
his mid-century report, as it came to be called. The group gradually
grew from the original dozen to three times that number. This
method of semi-publication had a decided practical advantage at
the time in that the Minoan signs under discussion could be drawn
on stencils very much more readily than they could be reproduced
by the conventional processes of printing. It also has the contingent
advantage for the historian looking back on the decipherment that
he has before him the whole process, false starts as well as ratified
conclusions — though this has its drawbacks too. The Work-Notes
run to nearly two hundred foolscap pages. A summary of them
that is confined to the dimensions of half'a chapter must be highly
selective.

Ventris’ chief tool was the concept of the ‘syllabic grid’, a table
showing which signs share the same consonant, and which the
same vowel. There was nothing new in such a table itself. It goes
back to the seventeenth century (sec page 41), and played an
important part in Schmidt’s decipherment of the Cypriot syllabary
(pages 130—1). Kober’s innovation, followed by Ventris, was the
idea of constructing such a grid in the abstract, that is to say without
settling what particular consonant or vowel it might be that a
particular set of signs had in common. Ventris, commenting on his
first ‘experimental grid’ in his first Work-Note (28 January 1951),
put its purpose very clearly. ‘It is risky to guess what the conso-
nants (or vowels) actually are: but one can predict that when at
lcast half the signs of the syllabary have been securely fixed on the
grid, it will need only a small number of inspired pieces of
linguistic deduction to solve the whole **simultaneous equation™.’

The Work-Notes contain threce experimental grids at varying
stages of improvement. The first full publication of the decipher-
ment contains a fourth, drawn up after the allocation of phonetic
values to the signs on the hypothesis that the language is Greek. It
1s clear from just looking at the fourth grid that it differs con-
siderably from the third grid of the Work-Notes. The amount of
difference can be quantified in an approximate manner by adding
up the number of signs correctly aligned for their consonant and
vowel values, and then subtracting the first in each series (which
obviously has no meaning in itself before the allocation of specific
phonetic values), and measuring the results against the values now
generally allotted to the signs. This will give the number of correct
equations made.?

109 Michacl Ventris, 1922—56
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signs placed  correct correct  score

on grid  alignments equations (%)

Kober (Ill. 108) 10 20 13 100
Work-Note 1 (Ill. 110) 29 29 IS 33
Work-Note 15 (Il 112) ST 74 54 67
Work-Note 17 (Il 114) St 80 60 75
1953 grid (11l 1106) 65 123 (105) (90)
1970 grid3 72 144 (123) (100)

This comparison of the grids raises an important question. In the
final state of the abstract, value-frece, grid, a quarter of the signs
were wrongly placed. If Ventris used the grid like an automatic
pilot it must have led him off course to a solution that was three-
quarters wrong. If not, how did he recognize which were the
rightly placed and which were the wrongly placed signs except
by the same sort of trial-and-error guessing of phonetic values as
all previous decipherments had depended on? In this case the
concept of an abstract grid will have been no more than an
illusion, giving a comforting colour of scientific method to a
solution that was really reached in quite a different way.

Now, it is plain that after the initial launching of the decipher-
ment the predictions of the grid had little part to play. Phonetic
values were arrived at empirically on the basis of conjectured
Greek words and names, and the grid was re-tailored to accom-
modate them. The real question, however, concerns the initial
launching. Here it is legitimate to argue that the grid played not
only a genuine but an indispensable part. If we look at the words
tentatively transliterated by Ventris on the brink of the decipher-
ment in his final Work-Note 20 - the place-names Amnisos,
Knossos, Tylissos, and the Greek words for coriander, total, boy,
girl, together with forms inflected or derived from them - we
find that of the nineteen different signs used, all but two arc entered
on this third grid: thirteen of them interlock as predicted in regard
to both vowel and consonant, three as regards the vowel, two as
regards the consonant. Not one conflicts with the predictions of
the grid. Nor could these words have been reasonably guessed
without the grid. In Virolleaud’s decipherment of the Ugaritic
syllabary his first seven words contained only six different charac-
ters, of which four recurred six times, to make an almost com-
pletely self-interlocking pattern. In the nineteen different charac-
ters of Ventris’ first words two recurred four times each and a
further four twice each. The other eleven only occurred once
each. They could certainly not have been guessed if the grid had
not given clues to nine of them.

To understand Ventris’ decipherment it is therefore necessary
to see first how he constructed his grid, and then, since the grid
was no longer enough after the original launching, to see what
further tools he was able to use.

The first grid must be regarded as a failurc. Admittedly the
material was still scanty (it was drawn up just before the pre-
liminary publication of the Pylos tablets), and it contained more
correct equations than Kober’s had done; but it also included,
unlike Kober’s, a number of placings made on insecure evidence
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which had later to be abandoned. The principles of its construc-
tion were for the most part oncs with which we are already familiar.
Two long sign-groups, which arc the same except for the last
sign or signs, are likely to be forms of the same word, and there is
a good chance — though not a certainty — that the last syllable in
cach case will begin with the same consonant (as in English
radiator, radiating, but intermediacy, intermediary). One of
Ventris’ examples in this class was the pair of words now trans-
literated wa-na-ka-te-ro and 1a-na-ka-te-ra, ‘royal’, which gave
him the two signs in the sixth row. The same argument could be
used for short words if they occurred in exactly parallel contexts.
For instance, the disyllabic words for child, of which the final
signs are entered by Ventris in the third row, and the disyllabic
word for total (final signs entered as the second and third signs
of the fourth row). Ventris also tried to identify casc-endings on a
more extended scale than Kober had done, and to consider what
signs occurred with particularly high frequencies before particular
signs (see bottom of Ill. 110). This innovation was later to prove
valuable, as we shall see.

The first grid was especially weak in its allocation of vowels.
This was partly because Ventris, still thinking that the language
would prove to be Etruscan, was reluctant to assume gender-
differentiation. In Work-Note 11, however, he accepted the
view that gender might be differentiated, and that one way in
which this revealed itsclf was by the nature of the final vowel.
This criterion, together with the results of a much more intensive
analysis of possible noun-declensions carried out on the now-
published Pylos tablets (see page 170), resulted in a more satis-
factory treatment of the vowel columns in the sccond grid,
particularly the sccond and fifth columns (which were to become
-0 and -a). But the success of the second grid was not limited to the
vowels. It contained several consonant series which were to be
vindicated in their entirety.

The third grid, produced just before the long-awaited publica-
tion of the Knossos tablets (by Sir John Myres from Evans’ papcrs)
is, as far as the consonant serics go, almost the same as the second.
But in regard to the vowels it incorporates the consequences of
Ventris’ most important original obscrvation. One of the noun-
declensions he had deduced in his Work-Note 14 was expressed
by the endingsf, (, and 77 (today transliterated as u, we, and wo).
He now noticed (Work-Note 16) that the previous sign was
always one of twelve, and that of these twelve signs the nine that
were placed on his second grid all belonged to a different con-
sonant. The observation was a difficult one, but its implication was
clear. He must have discovered an almost complete vowel scries.
This was to become the major part of column three of the third
grid, and to be eventually transliterated -e.

Let us now leave the grids and look as briefly as possible at the
other analyses that Ventris conducted. They can be considered
under three heads: grammar, context, and spelling.

The grammar gave Ventris great trouble. Had there been only
one declension-pattern with distinct endings for cach case or
gender (domina, dominae; domini, domino), the syllabic spelling
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would have made it difficult enough to sort out the quite different-
looking final signs. But it soon became apparent, not only that
there, were different declensions, but that the same ending might
disguise different cases and genders (as in Latin -a may be among
other things the termination of the feminine singular, the neuter
plural, and even the masculint singular of proper names; -i the
genitive singular or masculine plural of one declension, the dative
singular of another). Ventris realized that he was up against a
problem of great complexity (stated in Work-Note 13). Never-
theless, aided by the assumption that nouns listed together would
be in the same case, by the fact that ideograms often indicated
gender (demonstrated by Kober in 1949), and by the discovery
(made also by Bennett and by Ktistopoulos) of a preposition which
was always followed by one of the cases, he managed to work out
an inflectional pattern for three different declensions (Work-Note
14 of 28 August 1951).

112 Ventris’ second grid

<

113 An argument from
Ventris’ Work-Note 11
(27.5.51) inabbreviated
torm
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Context analysis was now possible on a much more com-
prehensive scale than before owing to the publication of the Pylos
tablets. These, the first Linear B tablets to have been found outside
Knossos, were excavated by the American archacologist, the late
Carl Blegen, just before the war broke out in 1939. With the same
exemplary generosity that had been shown by Schaeffer at Ugarit,
Blegen delegated their publication to others. The war, however,
and its aftermath imposed an inevitable delay. In addition the
processes of cleaning, photographing, joining broken fragments,
classifying, transcribing, and checking were all laborious and
time-consuming in themselves. In the event it was not until 1951
that Bennett, who had undertaken the actual publication, was able
to put out a preliminary transcription. The full edition, including
material later discovered, was published in 1955. The total number
of sign-groups that the Pylos tablets contained was in the region
of five thousand. The work was therefore difficult for its scale as
well as for its complexity. It was admirably done, and Bennett’s
contextual analysis of the tablets, particularly as regards their ideo-
grams, and the consequent orderly arrangement of their publica-
tion, formed the most solid part of the foundations on which
Ventris worked. It was this which enabled the homogeneous lists,
on which so many further suppositions depended, to be identified.

A minor, though important, result of Ventris™ analysis of the
sign-groups was the discovery of the sign for ‘and’, apparently a
one-syllable enclitic word like the Latin -que. But this was not in
itself a key to decipherment since such enclitic conjunctions occur
in many languages. Another, and more complicated, piece of
contextual analysis was that which I have tried to show in abbre-
viated form in the diagram on page 169. I hope that the three
stages of the argument are clear enough to need no further com-
mentary. For the word x in the phrase elucidated in the final stage
Ventris tentatively suggested a meaning of the type ‘servant’, and
still more tentatively suggested that the phonetic reading might be
do-we-lo (the sign that looks like a cross being lo in the Cypriot
syllabary), and the word the original of the Greck doulos, ‘slave’
(i.e. Mycenaean *do-we-lo with the Greek termination -os).

Why did he not at this stage think of the word as being itself
Greek ? This brings us to our next problem, that of spelling con-
vention. In the Cypriot syllabary, the deciphered script that was
closest in appearance to Linear B, the word dowelos would have
been written do-twe-lo-se. Indeed nearly all masculine nominatives
would have ended with this same sign -se to indicate the pro-
nounced termination -s. But if anything was obvious in Linear B
it was that masculine nominatives had a great variety of final signs
(sce Il 113, second stage). It was this, as much as any historical
preconceptions, that ruled out Greek from consideration as the
language of the tablets. Provided, of course, that the Mycenacan
spelling conventions were the same as the Cypriot.

The possibility that the final consonant, instead of being written
with a ‘dead’ vowel as in Cypriot, might be simply omitted was
one that had not been previously entertained. It was a new idea,
perhaps indeed the only major innovation of theory made by
Ventris in the whole course of the decipherment. And as so often
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with the right ideas that we have seen in the course of this book, it
was originally put forward for a wrong rcason. In Work-Note 9
(24 July 1951) Ventris discussed bricfly the language of Hittite
Hieroglyphic. He decided that it was not promising for his
purposes. For one thing, there was no formal distinction of
masculine and feminine visible in proper names or other words,
and he had now recognized that there was such a distinction visible
in Linear B. For another, all personal names ended in -s both in the
nominative and in the genitive, though this was an objection, he
says, that could be got round. Noting, from a recently published
article by the Finnish scholar Sundwall (1948) that Lycian — a
language descended from, or at least related to, the language of
Hittite Hieroglyphic — had lost the -s ending of the nominative,
Ventris suggested that there might have been a Minoan spelling
convention whereby the -s of the nominative was unwritten, the
-s of the genitive written.

The idea was twice removed from the truth. Linear B, as
Ventris deciphered it, was not Luvian, nor does it go out of its way
to express grammatical distinctions in writing more clearly than
they were cxpressed in specch. Nevertheless, it lit the path to
success.

Two or threc wecks later Ventris found a more serious reason
to question the transferability of the Cypriot spelling rules. He had
discovered a class of affixes which were added to the nominative
forms of words. He now realized (Work-Note 14 of 28 August
1951) a further significance in this. For, according to Cypriot
spelling rules an affix would in most circumstances inevitably
imposc a change of spelling on the stem.? Since the Lincar B stems
were unaffected by the affix it followed that the Cypriot rules
could not apply.

We now come to the justifiably famous Work-Note 20 (1 June
1952) entitled ‘Are the Knossos Tablets Written in Greek?”. It
begins and ends with an apology for venturing on such a perilous
speculation. It may seem strange to a layman that any apology
should have been necessary when suggesting that written docu-
ments found in Greece in the very citics described in ancient Greek
epic might perhaps be written in the Greck language. Strange
indecd it is. But orthodox opinion had long favoured dating the
arrival of the Greeks in the Aegean at or after the fall of the
Mycenaean palaces. There were also perhaps other factors of a
kind less easily expressed. If the tablets were really written in such
a well-known language as Greek it would have been natural,
though illogical, to suppose that they would have been already
deciphered. There could even have been a hidden fear of being
identified with earlier would-be decipherers who had published
insecure attempts to make Greek out of the Minoan texts.

In any case Ventris felt the need for a historical justification, and
argued, sensibly enough, that if the language of Linear A was
different from the language of Linear B (as Kober and Bennett
thought it was), then Linear A could represent the much discussed
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pre-Hellenic language (or one of them), and the ground would be
clear for Linear B to represent Greek. Moreover Linear A was
attested throughout Crete, but in Crete alone: Linear B had been
used on the Greek mainland, and in Crete only at Knossos in the
Late Minoan II period where Evans and others had detected main-
land influence. There were thus geographical and historical
differences in the usage of the two systems as well as the internal
differences of the writing.

All this was of course justification for a hypothesis otherwise
arrived at. Our main concem is how Ventris arrived at it. It was,
as in all the decipherments we have dealt with except that of the
Ugaritic alphabet, through the recognition of proper hames. But
there was no bilingual, as for Champollion’s Ptolemy and
Cleopatra; there was no reliable historical king-list as for Grote-
fend’s Hystaspes, Darius, and Xerxes; there were no recognizable
place-name determinatives as for the decipherers of Hittite Hiero-
glyphic. How, then, did Ventris locate proper names which he
might have a chance of recognizing ?

In Work-Note 12, entitled ‘Functional Classification of Pylos
Sign-Groups’, he had specified a category of sign-groups (also to
be found on the Knossos tablets) which occurred in both intro-
ductory and itemized positions on the lists. It was the words of
this category which had yielded the most material for Kober’s
three cases. [t did not look as if they were ordinary personal names,
and at the time Ventris thought that they seemed ‘to indicate an
attribution to a wider group, department, clan, or arearather than
to a single individual’ (Work-Note p. 32). The question of what
these words might be stayed at the back of his mind. Now, among
the more or less contemporary Ugaritic tablets there was a cate-
gory of list figuring the names of local ‘towns and corporations’.
A specimen of one of them i1s reproduced on this page. Though
there was nothing compulsive about the parallel, it suggested to
Ventris that local place-names might be the answer he was looking
for, with one of the inflected forms being the ethnic and corre-
sponding to the Ugaritic forms in -y.
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The names of towns near Knossos were fairly well known from
classical sources. One of them, the harbour town of Amnisos,
would probably begin with an a, and he was almost sure he knew
the Linear B character for this from its great initial frequency. He
also thought that he knew the sign for ni (see I1l. 114, eighth con-
sonant series) — the n being suggested partly by the Cypriot sign
for na and partly by a now irrelevant Etruscan-based argument,
the i partly by the Cypriot for ti and partly by the frequency of the
signs of the series before §, which Ventris already suspected of
being ya (i.c. a glide followed by a). One of the sign-groups in the
category showed the desired pattern a-..-ni..; the grid immediately
filled this out as a-.i-ni-.0, and so made it comparatively easy to
guess the remainder: a-mi-ni-so. The word was in fact one of those
used by Kober in her demonstration of Linear B decelensions
I1l. 106a, column c¢).

A second word of the same type could now, thanks to the grid,
be read for two-thirds of the way: ..-no-so. This, being in the same
context category as a-mi-ni-so and therefore on the hypothesis the
name of a town, was easily read: ko-no-so, ‘Knossos’, the o of the
first sign being supplied by the grid.

The next town identified in Work-Note 20 was less certain:
..—.i=so. If supplemented as tu-li-so, it could render ‘Tylissos’. There
was no evidence from the grid for the first, somewhat infrequent,
sign. But a new tack gave plausibility to the li. There were on the
Knossos and Pylos tablets two words differently spelt, but asso-
ciated with the same ideogram, which yielded according to the
values so far tentatively identified: ko-li-ya-.0-no and ko-li-..-.a-na.
The spice coriander (used for flavouring bread) is variously
spelled in classical Greek as koliandron, koriannon, koriandron,
koriamblon. If this was the word here it confirmed the li of
Tylissos, and further gave do and da for two signs predicted by the
grid as sharing the same consonant.

So far there was nothing to define the language, coriander not
having a Greek etymology. But if the sign for ya belonged to the
fifth instecad of to the second row of the grid, then the sign %
would have the value -yo. The effect of this would be (from con-
text analyses carried out in Work-Note 14) to create a class of
genitives ending in -oyo. This, despite its faintly comic ring in
English cars, was in fact very plausible. The old form of the Greek
second-declension genitive, known from Homer and the Arcado-
Cypriot dialect, ended in -oio. But there was still a difficulty:
a-mi-ni-so, ko-no-so, and tu-li-so could only be Greek forms for
Amnisos, Knossos, and Tylissos if the last consonant was un-
written.

This surprising requirement would probably have been enough
to stop Ventris and the decipherment then and there if he had not
previously foreseen that there was likely to be something un-
expected in the spelling rules as far as they affected final consonants.
As it was, Ventris was prepared to accept provisionally that the
final s and purhaps other final consonants might be omitted.

This was the crucial step. Once it was taken, the way ahead was
plain. The sign-groups for ‘boy’ and ‘girl’ identified by Cowley
could be read:
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ko-wo=ko(r)wo(s) ‘boy’ (Homeric Greek #0iipog)
ko-ta—ko(r)wa ‘girl’ (Homeric Greek x0do1)

The declensional endings identified in earlier work-notes came
out as -0, -0, —0-yo (-0s, -on, oio of the Greek second declension)
and -e-u, -e-wa, -c-wo (-cus, -¢wa, -éwos of the Greek nouns of the
type fuaaidevs), and the two signs universally recognized as mean-
ing ‘total’ came out as fo-so and fo-sa (toso(n) and tosa, the neuter
singular and plural of the Greek tosos, ‘so much’).

There was one further step needed. The writing of -0 and -a
had to be able to stand also for the diphthongs -oi and -ai in order
to explain why the singular and plural of the word for child were
written the same — kowo(i) and kowa(i) — and why to-so and to-sa
could be used for totalling lists of men and women respectively —
tosoi and tosai being the Greek masculine and feminine plurals.

Ventris had now suggested decipherment values for nineteen
different characters such as led to the identification of three place-
names and the interpretation of three vocabulary words (two of
them indisputably Greek), as well as several patterns of Greek case
and gender inflection. All the interpretations corresponded well
to predictions previously made on grounds of context. The only
stumbling block was the method of spelling that had to be assumed.
But even this was not as lax as it might seem — at least from the
point of view of the writer. It can be comprehended under the
simple rule that what was felt as one syllable was expressed by one
sign.

Though these initial steps had been more firmly prepared and
more cautiously taken than those of most other decipherments,
when Ventris posted Work-Note 20 to his correspondents he still
felt that the apparent Greek words and forms might be a mirage.
But he continued to investigate it, and in a talk which he gave on
the BBC Third Programme at the beginning of June 1952 he felt
confident enough to announce his provisional conclusion. John
Chadwick, a classical philologist then at Oxford, heard Ventris’
broadcast. He saw Sir John Myres, one of those who had corre-
sponded with Ventris, borrowed a copy of the most recent form of

116 The ‘experimental
syllabic grid’ published by
Ventris and Chadwick in
the article explaining their
decipherment in Journal of
Hellenic Studies, 1xiii (1953)
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the grid, and began to check its applicability for himself. He was
convinced that it was on the right lincs, and wrote to Ventris
congratulating him and offering his help. Ventris, who, as we have
seen, was an architect and not a professional philologist, accepted
Chadwick’s offer, and together they prepared a detailed article,
‘Evidence for Greek Dialect in the Mycenaean Archives’, which
was completed in November 1952 and appeared in the 1953 issue
of the Journal of Hellenic Studies. In it they presented sixty-five
signs. Since then the values of six of them have been amended, and
values have been found for seven further signs. Substantially there-
fore the decipherment was already completed.

While the Ventris and Chadwick article was still in the press
there came a dramatic confirmation of the decipherment. This
was a newly excavated tablet from Pylos. Immediately recogniz-
able words on it included fti-ri-po, ti-ri-po-de (Greek tripous,
tripodes, ‘tripod’, ‘tripods’) at the beginning of the tablet, and at its
end words for cup (Greek depas) in the singular and the dual, for
larger and smaller (Greek meizone, meion), and a series of words for
different numbers of ears or handles. These were particularly con-
vincing. They contained good Greek adjectival forms for ‘eared’
(from ouas ‘ear’) and good Greek prefixes for ‘without’, ‘threc’,
and ‘four’ (a-, tri-, qetr-). Moreover the descriptions were accom-
panied by ideograms of the vases showing in cach casc the correct
number of ears. A further confirmation was given by the word
for ‘four’. Its initial sign was the same as that for the enclitic word
for ‘and’, previously identified (see page 170). In classical Greek the
words for ‘four’ and ‘and’ are normally written tettares and -te. But
the related Latin quattuor and -que and Sanskrit catur, ca, as well as
Greek dialect spellings for ‘four’ like pettares, indicate that at one
time the words were pronounced with a different initial consonant,
called a labio-velar, whose existence had been predicted by com-
parative philology long before the decipherment.

Blegen, the excavator of Pylos, had at once recognized the
importance of the tablet.* He allowed Ventris to quote it in his
lectures, and gave it advanced publication. Though it contains
phrases that still cause difficulty and one apparent spelling mistake
of the scribe (a dual for a singular) the positive evidence it offers in
favour of the correctness of the decipherment is so striking that it
has convinced the majority of those qualified to express a judg-
ment. But not all. There arc still some who either reject the
decipherment or who consider it not proven.

In theory there can only be three grounds for outright rejec-
tion: that the decipherment was arbitrary, that it was based on
false principles, or that it has been ousted by a better. Since there
has been no subsequent rival decipherment and since nobody
wants to revive the earlicr attempts, the last ground is untenanted.
The thoroughness of the argumentation of the Work-Notes
makes the first ground untenable. This leaves only the middle
ground, and there are some who occupy it. Their stronghold is a
denial that the script is syllabic, their chief weapon the undoubted
fact that many of the signs which occur in the sign-groups and to
which Ventris allotted phonetic values, also occur standing alone
before numerals with an evidently logographic significance.



di-pa-e me-zo-e ti-ri-o-we-¢ 3-HANDLED VASE 2
di-pa me-wi-jo qe-to-ro-we  4-HANDLED VASE 1
di-pa me-wi-jo ti-ri-jo-we 3-HANDLED VASE 1
di-pa me-wi-jo a-no-we HANDLE-LESS VASE I

Instead of accepting the usual explanation, that on such occasions
the signs are conventional or standard abbreviations (like ¢ for
cents), they argue the other way round — that the signs must still
be ideographic when they occur in groups. What is not easy to
discover is how they suppose that such a writing system would
work: the only analogies they can point to are scripts like Linear
A, the so-called Cretan Pictographic, and Proto-Elamite. These
are not only undeciphered but less well attested than Linear B. The
argument therefore proceeds from the worse to the better known.
In addition it creates an otherwise unnecessary problem about
how, when, and why the Cypriot script altered its nature and
became syllabic. Above all, it depends on an abstract theory about
the pictographic origin of writing, which 1s by no means neces-
sarily true; nor, if it is true, 1s it likely to be relevant to documents
as late as the latter half of the second millennium B c.3

On the other hand those who say that the decipherment is still
unproven not only have a case, but are perhaps right. No indepen-
dent bilingual has yet been found. The ideograms, and the con-
texts of words such as those for ‘child’ and ‘total’ give us a bilingual
of sorts, but not an independent one. And though it is scarcely
conceivable that the many words which aptly describe their
accompanying ideograms (such as i-qo, 0-no, po-lo beside sketches
of horses” heads — Greek hippos, ‘horse’, cognate to Latin equus and
Sanskrit asvas; onos, ‘donkey’; polos, ‘foal’ — and those on the tripod
tablet) were all taken into account by Ventris when first allocating
the phonetic values (for this would make him a Machiavelli of
Machiavellis), it is just possible that they are an illusion sired by the
compliant spelling system of the syllabary out of the size of the
known Greek vocabulary. For instance in his early ‘experi-
mental vocabulary’ circulated in July 1952 Ventris interpreted the
word accompanying sword ideograms as *sphagnai (presumably to
be connected with sphazd, ‘I slaughter’): it is now interpreted as
phasgana (a Homeric word for ‘swords’). The decipherment,
pa-ka-na, allows both interpretations. Those who argue ‘not
proven’suggest that on these spelling rules any scheme of decipher-
ment, however false, could offer as many hits on target. Or perhaps
even more. For on Ventris’ decipherment there still remain many
words not interpreted.

117 Confirmation of the
Ventris/Chadwick
decipherment: the ‘tripod
tablet’ from Pylos, and
Bennett’s drawing of the
text and transliteration of its
final part
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It is hard to calculate the probabilities involved in this argument.
Until this 1s done, or until some genuinely independent external
confirmation appears, it is perhaps best to consider Ventris’
decipherment as a theory. Theory, however, not in the sense of an
interesting suggestion thrown up almost at random, but in the
sense of a solidly constructed argument which is not yet capable of
a logically convincing proof.

But when this has been said, there remain two further points.
One is the distinction between interpretation and decipherment.
Although some of the interpretations made, especially in the first
year or two of the decipherment, have been over-enthusiastic and
have cven verged on the absurd, and although many words and
phrases still resist interpretation, nevertheless criticism on this
score no more invalidates Ventris’ decipherment than Klaproth
invalidated Champollion’s by pointing out that the Précis con-
tained no translation of the Rosetta Stone. Betwecn the Myce-
naean tablets and the earliest alphabetically written Greek there is
not only the gulf of several hundred years but also the gulf which
separatcs the situations of an administrative accountant and an epic
poet. Major difficulties of undcrstanding arc therefore exactly
what one would expect. The other point is a more superficial one.
If we forget for a moment the question of internal validity and
look on Ventris’ decipherment as a historical phenomenon, we
shall see a striking resemblance of pattern between the attacks on
it and the attacks made in the last century on the decipherments of
Champollion and Rawlinson. Disregarding the elements of
personal attack and without going into technical detail one can
point out as common to all three cases the allegation that the pro-
posed decipherment allows too much laxity of interpretation, the
assertion that the scripts are not really phonctic at all but symbolic
or ideographic or in some way different from anything we can
readily conceive, and finally a sort of death-wish denial that the
key to their proper understanding can ever be recovered. We shall
also observe that no decipherment which has been based on
rigorous argument and which has won independent approval
from scholars of repute — and not cven the most resolute opponents
of Ventris’ decipherment can deny this description of it — has
subsequently had to be abandoned.

Neither of these points has anything to do with proof; but that
does not mean they are unimportant. What the layman, and that
includes most classical scholars and prehistorians, needs to know
1s whether he can accept the decipherment as a working hypo-
thesis, and these are considerations he can legitimately take into
account in making his judgment.

I closc with an illustration of how difficult it is to get proof. It
relates to a gallery running round the mortuary temple of the
Pharaoh Amenophis III, who died in about 1372 B . On the face
of it the discovery, long subsequent to the deciphecrment, of this
gallery recording place-names which include scveral that can be
plausibly identified with ones on the Cretan Linear B tablets,
among them Knossos, Amnisos, and Lyktos next to each other,
and which also includes the name Keftiu, previously thought
to be the Egyptian name for Crete, might seem to offer just the
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independent confirmation for the correctness of the decipherment
that hasbeen required.® But it is not so easy. The Egyptian spellings
(Kns, ’Imns, Rkt) are not conclusive, and do not necessarily sup-
port each other. In assembling a list of foreign places which
acknowledged the glory of his Pharaoh the Egyptian scribe need
no more have felt himself bound to keep a geographical order
(even if he knew it) than an auctioneer in arranging his catalogue
of sale need feel obliged to preserve the order of provenance of its
items. Nor is there any proof on the other side. Even if the Egyp-
tian readings of the names is correct, it does not follow that their
reading in the Lincar B texts i1s. The Cretan place-names are
attested in classical sources and could be accepted as having been
the same in the second millennium B¢ even if the decipherment
had never been made.

But when all is said and done, it is hard to believe that such an
apt discovery does not confer some further degree of probability
on Ventris’ decipherment, even if it is hard to put an exact value
on it. It is fitting too that an inscription which can be read thanks
to the carliest of the three great decipherments should be the first
to give an independent blessing, in however wavering a tone, to
the latest.
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118 Cartouches representing
three toreign place-names
from the Mortuary Temple
of Amenophis III, perhaps
to be read (r. to L) as
Knossos, Amnisos, Lyktos.
Below, drawing trom
Kitchen (1965)
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CONCLUSION

The history of writing

Readers of this book may like to have a brief conspectus to show
how the various scripts discussed in it are related to each other and
to the main writing systems that are in use in the modern world.

Establishing paternity requires very complete evidence. The
evidence for the early history of writing is far from complete; so
we have to make do with probabilities, a subjective matter.
Broadly speaking there are two approaches, one optimist, the
other pessimist. The optimist approach, with its eye on the intel-
ligence and adaptability of mankind, is ready to believe in writing
systems being independently invented or consciously improved.
The pessimist approach, impressed by the difficulty of persuading
societies to accept innovations in an established system, lct alone
replace them with whole new ones, prefers to account for the
variety of scripts by faulty copying and occasional improvisation.

This latter approach is the one I favour. It has the important
advantage that it accords with all known analogy. In other words
it assumes that what happened in the early history of writing,
which we do not know, was much the same as that which later
happencd in the history of the scripts, which we do know. For
example Cyrillic and Coptic, Armenian and Georgian, the mis-
stonary scripts for previously unwritten languages in A merica
and Africa, have all been close copies of the most prestigious script
of their time and place (Greek, Aramaic, western European) with
adaptations of detail to suit the requirements of the new language,
but with no innovations of principle. The vernacular languages
of western Europe took over the Latin script, Latin took over
(either directly or through Etruscan) an early Greek script, and
Greek itself took over the Phoenician script — all with slight
alterations of detail but no intended alteration of system. It is true
that a new system, the alphabetic, resulted from the way in which
the Grecks used the Phoenician ’alep, he, yod, ’ayin, and waw to
represent a, e, i, o, 1. But, as Jeffery (1961, pp. 2, 22) argues, this is
much more likely to have been accident than design. For these
five Phoenician consonants arc precisely the ones that would have
been meaningless to a Greek ear, and the Greek who first used
these signs as vowels almost certainly thought that he was using
them in the same way as his model.

It is therefore a fair assumption that if neighbouring scripts
operate on the same general principles, this is likely to be the
result of borrowing. The question remains whether the scripts
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of the Early Bronze Age did share the same general principles.
Since some of them are undeciphered, and some are only known
to us from a later period, we cannot be sure. But since they all have
the same system of writing numbers (and, where it can be checked,
fractions too), and since they probably all contained a signary of
phonetic signs (as I have tried to show in Antiquity, March
1966), the hypothesis of a common origin is a legitimate one.
Nevertheless, it remains a hypothesis. Those who prefer the theory
of independent evolutions may still use the genealogical table on
page 180 by excising the dotted lines. They will then start the
history of Near East writing from seven points instead of from one.

In any case the table, as they say in auditors’ reports, should be
read in conjunction with the accompanying notes.

NOTES
1. Pre-cuneiform Mesopotamian writing seems to have already pos-
sessed phonetic signs, according to Falkenstein (1936). Although
it cannot on present knowledge be asserted to have possessed an
ordered syllabary, the hypothesis that it did is not an irresponsible
one, since theories of independent evolution require equally
hypothetical explanations repeated separately for each script.
Chinese writing, which appears in China with the Shang
dynasty simultancously with other Middle East cultural influ-
ences, may be a cousin of this pre-cuneiform script, the common
ancestor of the two perhaps being purely logographic. It would
be possible to account for a syllabary arising from this if we apply
the same principle of loss as for the other innovations on the table.
For if the meanings of the word-signs were forgotten (perhaps by
being borrowed to serve another language) one would be left with
just their sounds. But here we are in the realm of pure speculation.
The total independence, however, of Mesoamerican writing seems
now to be beyond question (see Postscript, pp. 192—194). The date
of its first appearance (final centuries B¢) and its modus operandi
would both rule out any likelihood of foreign influence in this even
if it could be shown that in other matters there had been contact
between America and the Old World.
2. Cuneiform describes not a script but a technique of writing on
clay developed by the Sumerians and Akkadians around 3000 B¢,
and which became for the succeeding 2500 years thereafter the
standard means of writing in the Mesopotamian civilization and
the civilizations derived from it. A conspectus of the cuneiform
scripts is given in chapter § (page 112).
3. Aegean Scripts include the First Cretan Palace Script (the so-
called Cretan Pictographic), Linear A, Linear 13, Cypro-Minoan,
and the Cypriot Syllabary of classical times. The script of the
unique and still undeciphered Phaistos Disk may be provisionally
thought of as a third member of the broad family that includes
Aegean and Luvian Hieroglyphic.
4. Egyptian Hieroglyphic remained in use as the monumental script
of Egypt throughout the three millennia of ancient Egyptian civi-
lization. The cursive hieratic and demotic scripts derived from it,
and the latter even contributed a few letters to the Coptic script of
Christian Egypt.



The primary phonetic signs of Egyptian Hieroglyphic are conso-
nantal in value and about twenty-four in number. It has therefore
often been thought that the ancestors of the Semitic scripts was
consciously created from Egyptian by borrowing these signs and
these alone. This is by no means impossible, though I prefer the
alternative here outlined.

In the developed Egyptian phonctic signary there are some
eighty bi-consonantal (as well as some tri-consonantal) signs. On
the monogenesis theory these present a certain embarrassment and
must be explained either as claborations made within the tradition
of Egyptian writing after its establishment or as derived from
CVC-type syllables of pre-cuneiform writing. On the other hand
the champions of logographic-to-alphabetic simplification are not
without embarrassments of their own. For the simple unicon-
sonantal signs are already present in full force in the earliest
Egyptian writing that we have.

5. West Semitic, early Palestinian, palaco-Sinaitic are names given
to the scripts of various inscriptions found in the Sinai peninsula
and in the Levant coastal area; they arc of dates ranging from the
sixteenth to the eighth century B c. Some can be read. Others from
their small signary, their geographical proximity, and their
similarity of general appcarance can be reasonably assumed to be
of the same family, though neither the precisc affiliations within
it nor even the precise number of different scripts can yet be
determined.

6. South Arabian’s descendants include Thamudic, Lihyanic, and
Safaitic. It seems to have diverged from Phoenician by the
thirteenth century B (sec page 201, note §).

7. Phoenician 1s the ancestor of Punic, Iberian, and Numidian
(whence comes the still-used Tamachec); also of Old Hebrew
(and the still-used Samaritan).

8. Aramaic and Aramaic-derived scripts spread through most of
the cunciform-using world in the first millennium Bc and even-
tually replaced cuneiform. The family includes the scripts of the
Sassanian inscriptions, of Palmyra, of Petra and other Nabataean
cities, Pahlavi, Sinaitic, and Syriac, as well as the surviving
descendants listed in the table.

9. Greek. The Greek alphabet probably originated from Greck
colonists living in north Syria in the middle of the eighth century
BC (see Jeffery 1961, p. 21). Its use spread rapidly through the
Greek world, taking a wvaricty of local forms. Eventually the
Ionian form became standard, being officially adopted in Athens
In 403 BC.

Descendants of the Greek alphabet that are no longer in use
include Etruscan, Runic, Gothic, and Coptic.

On the origin of the separate vowel notation that is character-
istic of Greek and Greek-descended writing, see the brief remarks
at the beginning of this chapter.
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All good stories end with a moral. The natural thing to ask at the
end of our survey of decipherments is whether there is any single
pattern to which they can be reduced. So let us look at them again
with this question in mind.

Every decipherment is ultimately a substitution cipher. If we arc
told that xyz, xypqrs, trp spell out the English names for farm
animals, we could by trial and error arrive at the answer DOg,
DONkEy, hEN. The interlocking of the letters in capitals would
give it a high measure of probability, though only an exhaustive
search through the English dictionary could convert this into
certainty.

Now consider what made this problem casy. First, we knew it
was solvable. Second, we had a limited target (English farmyard
animals). Third, we knew the rules (letter for letter English
spelling). The last of these requirements is less simple than it
sounds. Suppose the ciphered script, like the Cypriot syllabary
and some of the Bronze Age ones, had not distinguished between
voiced and unvoiced stops. Then the k and the ¢ would have been
represented by the same sign. Or suppose the ciphered script had
been a truly phonetic alphabet. Then the # and the e would not
have recurred in it. In cither case the answer would have been more
difficult both to reach and to confirm. Among other things we
would have needed to know how the English words spelled
‘donkey’ and ‘hen’ were pronounced.

It has been the same with the historical decipherments. These
are the three preliminary conditions that have had to be satisfied.
The first of them, confidence in the ultimate solubility of the
problem, being of a psychological nature, is the most difficult to
be specific about. But it was clearly the lack of such confidence
that led to the almost total neglect of the hicroglyphic part of the
Rosctta Stone for the first ten or fifteen years after its discovery.
Had Hydc’s view of the nature of cunciform (page 88) prevailed,
no sanc person would have devoted his time to it. It was only the
belief in its decipherability that led Le Brun and Niebuhr to spend
so long copying the inscriptions. It was perhaps partly despair at
the prospect of trying to solve an unknown language written in an
unknown script that delayed the publication and analysis of
Linear B.

The most effective way to fulfil the second condition, a limited
target, was that proposed by Leibnitz in 1714 — the location and
identification of proper names (page 95). This has been the line
taken by all the decipherments in this book except that of the
Ugaritic alphabet. The proper names have been known either
through biscripts, or through historical and geographical infor-
mation variously acquired, in most cascs through ancient Greek
authors. The means for locating the names have been various, and
have differed in their degree of precision. Where there was a
biscript, it was generally possible to ascertain that ‘this sign-group
must represent that name’, in the other cases only that ‘this sign-
group must represent one of those nanics’.

Finally, the discovery of the rules of the script. This, to adopt a
metaphor once used by Medawar in describing scientific rescarch,



has been the side of the drawer that has most often stuck. The
direction of writing must be determined; the different signs must
be recognized and counted. This i1s not so straightforward as it
sounds, cven with the aid of good copies. For instance, in our own
script, having observed that R stood in the same relation to P as
Qto O,Eto F, and L to I, you might count these as four letters
plus a modifying stroke instead of eight. After this the signs must
be classified by function. They may be all phonetic, or they may
include 1deograms and determinatives. The phonetic signs may be
alphabetic or syllabic. If alphabetic, they may or may not include
separate signs for vowels. If syllabic, the syllables they represent
may be open only, or both open and closed, or even more com-
plicated. That is to say they may be of the type CV, or CV and VC,
or both these together with CVC and even CVCV. There do not
scem to be any scripts with a syllabary of the type VC only, though
theoretically there could be. Then the script has to be accom-
modated to the language it is used for. The phonetic representa-
tion is likely to be both prolix and insufficient (as in English the
letters ¢ and x are superfluous to requirement, while a frequent
sound like sh has no letter to represent it), and these anomalies may
necessitate artificial spelling devices (as in English ‘brag’ adds a ¢
to make ‘bragging’, while ‘page’ drops an e to make ‘paging’, and
as syllabaries adopt different conventions to denote consonant
clusters and consonantal endings). This list of difficulties 1s not
exhaustive, but it will serve to indicate the range of possible prob-
lems, many of which had to be solved without there being at the
time any precedent to work on.

Where the limits set by the target have been relatively easy and
the nature of the script readily recognized, the drawer has not
stuck. Barthélemy in Paris and Swinton in Oxford in January 1754
independently solved the decipherment of the Palmyra script
within hours of setting to work on the newly published tran-
scriptions of Dawkins and Wood. The decipherment of the
Sassanid and Parthian inscriptions in 1787 caused Sacy no great
trouble. In 1929 Virolleaud showed the gateway to the decipher-
ment of the Ugaritic script immediately after its discovery; and
despite the absence of either a bilingual or known proper names he
and two others independently passed through it with great
rapidity. The fact that the inscriptions were in a known language,
coupled (in the first two cases) with the presence of a biscript
giving proper names, limited the target. The alphabetic nature of
the script was clear in the first two, and highly probable in the
third, from a counting of the separate signs.

The same technique of sign-counting showed that the Cypriot
script must be an open syllabary. Since this conclusion was gener-
ally accepted and was in fact correct, and since there existed a
biscript with proper names recorded in it to provide a means of
access, 1t is perhaps surprising that the script was not deciphered
more quickly than it was. This was no doubt partly due to the
accident that George Smith, who made the first attempt on it, did
not know Greek. Nevertheless, within three years there appeared
two independent decipherments, both of them almost totally
correct.

Conclusion
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In the case of the slowest of the more recent decipherments, that
of Hittite Hieroglyphic, the side of the drawer that stuck was not
that concerning the nature of the script — this was early recognized
as syllabic with an ideographic element — but the problem of
limiting the target. Untl Karatepe there was only one brief
bilingual. The crucial determinatives for KING and c1TY were long
confused. The language was not known until after the recovery of
cuneiform Hittite and Luvian. The back of the decipherment was
then very quickly broken, independently, by Gelb and Forrer.

The three decipherments that are generally recognized as having
presented the most formidable tasks and whose accomplishment
merits the greatest admiration, those of Persian cuneiform, Linear
B, and Egyptian, were not in essence different from any of the
others. In the case of Persian cuneiform the lack of a bilingual was
made good by Grotefend’s location and identification of the names
of Hystaspes, Darius, and Xerxes, and his justified expectation that
they would have used the title King of Kings. The reason that
Grotefend’s success was only partial was because his Persian —
indeed the Persian philology of his day — was insufficient. He was
also wrong about the nature of the script, thinking it alphabetic,
not syllabic. The former defect was repaired by Rask and Burnouf,
the latter by Lassen and Rawlinson. All that was now needed for
full decipherment was a wider range of text, and this Rawlinson
himself supplied with his copies of the great Behistun inscription.

In the case of Linear B there was no bilingual aid either. Since
the only Linear B documents we have are palace inventories, it
was not likely that the lack ofa direct bilingual could be made good
by finding royal names in them, even if we had any reliable know-
ledge about what Mycenaean kings were called. Ventris did,
however, succeed in identifying a category of words on the
tablets which might represent place-names. Various place-names
in the Knossos area were known from classical sources, and it was
these, together with some acute analysis of the grammatical
inflections of the language and some few vocabulary words whose
meaning was certain or probable from the contexts of their usage,
that provided the necessary limited target. From the size of the
phonetic signary it could be deduced that the script must be a
syllabary, and probably an open one like the Cypriot. This might
have been enough for decipherment if the spelling rules had been
the same as for the Cypriot. The first person to question the
universal, and reasonable, assumption that they would be, was
Ventris in his Work-Notes 9 and 14. This was the indispensable
step. But what made the Linear B decipherment unique and caught
the imagination of the world was the abstract phonetic grid,
initiated by Kober and greatly extended by Ventris. Its effect was
to define the employment of the syllabic signs more closely than
before. Instead of saying ‘sign x stands for a syllable’ it became
possible to say ‘sign x stands for a syllable sharing one element with
the syllable represented by sign y’. So the writing rules were known
more precisely, and this made up for the smallness and imprecision
of the target area.

Lastly, Egyptian. Why did the decipherment of the hieroglyphs
take so long? More than twenty years after the discovery of the



Rosetta Stone, over three hundred years since the discovery of the
script. Looked at from another point of view one could say, how-
ever, that the decipherment was remarkably quick. The possi-
bility of the cartouches spelling proper names was first suggested
in 1811. Though many cartouches were known, the only one
firmly attributable to a particular king was that of Ptolemy on the
Rosetta Stone. The first cartouche to be identified through the
number of signs it had in common with Ptolemy’s was that of
Cleopatra. Though recognized by Bankes and known to Young
in England some years earlier, no copy of it reached Champollion
until January 1822. This was only nine months betore he
announced the first stage of his decipherment. And the reason
that it took months not minutes was largely the homophones. The
t of Ptolemy was a different sign from the ¢ of Cleopatra. The inter-
locking could be accomplished, but only by calling on a much
wider range of evidence. This is what Champollion was capable
of doing, while Young was not.

So there is a pattern to which all the decipherments have con-
formed; but there is also a moral of another and more general sort
which concerns the introduction of new ideas. Consider for
example the decipherment of Linear B, a feat of intellect if ever
there was one. It was made possible by a multitude of ideas. Among
them were Leibnitz’s suggestion of the utility of proper names,
made in 1714; the syllabic grid, which dates from at least the
seventeenth century and was used for decipherment purposes by
Rawlinson, Hincks, and Schmidt in the nineteenth; the realization
that grammatical inflection could be used to draw up a grid in the
abstract (Kober 1945—48). The only equivalent idea of this nature
contributed by Ventris was the realization of how the Linear B
spelling rules must differ from the Cypriot. Everything else was
application, brilliant though it often was, of ideas that had been
introduced by others.

If this should seem strange, let us remember that it is difficult to
credit other decipherers with even one new idea of comparable
magnitude. We might perhaps allow Sayce’s discovery of the use
of determinatives in Hittite Hieroglyphic and Schmidt’s use of the
grid principle to help in discovering the values of Cypriot signs;
certainly Lassen’s discovery of the ‘inherent vowel’ in Persian
cuneiform qualifies. But not Grotefend’s use of Persian history and
Persian royal titles, which had been suggested by Olaf Tychsen,
nor Champollion’s use of cartouches, which had derived from
Sacy’s conjecture.

The paradox lies in the use of the word ‘idea’. Structural ideas
differ from ideas of application in the same way as, in a building,
structural walls differ from partition walls. Partitions can be
erected and taken down more or less at will. To erect a new struc-
tural wall on the other hand 1s a different matter altogether, in fact
it cannot really be done as an isolated operation; while to knock
one down is disastrous unless you have previously made other
arrangements to distribute the load.

This is the primary reason why the decipherment of the hiero-
glyphs took so long to start. The structural framework of theory
was quite wrong, and it is this which was difficult to remodel. We
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can see why if we try to put ourselves in the position of the Abbé
Barthélemy in 1762 making for the first time (albeit for two wrong
reasons) the correct suggestion that the cartouches might contain
the proper names of kings. Why did he not add ‘written phonetic-
ally’ or ‘perhaps written phonetically’? The statement ‘The car-
touches spell the names of kings’ would not have been nonsense
like ‘music smells green’, nor would it have been contrary to
perception like ‘wood i1s liquid’; so why could the statement not
have been made? Certainly not because it would have been
original. The eighteenth century was no foe to originality. But
there 1s a difference between originality and folly, and to have
made such a statement in 1762 would have seemed the arbitrary
act of a fool. It would have been demolishing onc of the supports
of a fully structured theory without putting anything in its place.
It was not owing to neglect that Egyptology took so long to arrive
ata point where decipherment was possible; the subject was on the
whole energetically pursued. Nor was the necessary intellect
lacking: on the whole those pursuing it were clever men. It was
the great difficulty of altering a stable and coherent theoretical
structure.

Egyptian writing was regarded as direct philosophical or
theological communication by symbols and not by language. This
edifice of ideas was erected in Graeco-Roman antiquity and re-
inhabited in the Renaissance. Many supplementary ideas arose to
furnish and equip it, including the whole litcrature of emblem
books and the accompanying codes of artistic practice. The
existence of Mexican and Chinese writing, thc Hebrew Renais-
sance, the discovery of Egyptian texts in a cursive script all called
into question the uniqueness of the hieroglyphs, the quality of their
wisdom, and their sphere of use. Though each of these new factors
demanded minor alterations in the original Neoplatonist theory,
none of them caused any weakening of belief in the ideographic
nature of the script. Indeed they strengthened it, particularly
the last. For if the cursive texts were alphabetic, the hieroglyphic
must be symbolic, or why the two? Even Sacy’s conjecture
in 1811 that the signs in a cartouche were to be read phoneti-
cally was intended to support the original structure. Its purpose
was to explain, on supposed Chinese analogy, how an ideo-
graphic script could write proper names while remaining for
the most part ideographic. This led directly, and fairly quickly, to
the decipherment of the ‘phonetic hieroglyphs’ in the cartouches.
The realization that these phonetic values were valid outside the
cartouches too could perhaps not have been long delayed. But it
1s worth noticing that when it came, the gencral theory of Egyp-
tian writing had been badly weakened by the demolition of what
had now become one of its major supports — the distinction
between the cursive script (supposedly phonctic) and the hiero-
glyphs (supposedly ideographic). This distinction was demolished
by Young and Champollion independently between 1814 and
1821. On the positive side too an all-clear had been given to the
wider application of phonetic values. For Chinese and Egyptian
were considered capable of illuminating one another, and
Rémusat had argued in 1822 that phoneticism was an important



factor in ordinary Chinese writing apart altogether from the
notation of names.

In the case of the other decipherments in this book, with the
partial exception of Linear B, the available theoretical structures
were as much of a help as they were a hindrance to the solution of
Egyptian writing. This 1s no cause for surprise. The decipherment
of Egyptian hieroglyphic had shown what could be expected in
the way of determinatives and ideograms, and to some extent
greater familiarity with various Eastern writings in the modem
world had helped by suggesting other possible conventions that
could exist. Where the right theoretical structure has been avail-
able the path from the discovery of a script to its decipherment has
generally been short, and sometimes has been taken independently
by two or more pcople.

There are two other morals, one of which I find embarrassing,
the other congenial. The embarrassing one 1s the frequency with
which right ideas have been entertained for the wrong reasons.
The outstanding example of this 1s Barthélemy’s original sugges-
tion that the cartouches contained proper names (see page 53),
but Sacy’s conjecture that they were spelled phonetically (based
on Chinese analogy), and Champollion’s discovery of species-
signs or determinatives (based on the supposed philosophic nature
of Egyptian writing) arc cases in point. So is Cowley’s recognition
of the Linear B sign-groups for ‘boy’ and ‘girl’ (which seems to
have been suggested by the similarity of the sign for -wo to the
idcogram of ‘woman’), and Ventris’ identification of the n series
from which his decipherment began (at least half-based on the
assumption that the language of Linear B would turn out to be
Etruscan). Minor instances arc Saycc’s attribution of the Hama
inscriptions to the Hittites (on the basis of arguments about
‘hieroglyphic language’) and Virolleaud’s identification of the
preposition [ (on the ground that the word following it was a
proper name). While it would be dishonest not to mention this
phenomenon, it seems hardly sanc to suggest that fallacies should
be cultivated as the best seed-bed for truth.

The last moral, and the one that I find most congenial, is that
though the individual decipherments, being difficult, dramatic,
and demonstrable, deserve their reputation as the summit achieve-
ments of literary scholarship, none of them has been the achieve-
ment of inexplicable genius. Whether the ideas that have led to
them have been structural ideas and come slowly, or supple-
mentary ideas and come in rapid succession, they have come, as
cverything in this book shows, one after the other. The sudden
gestalt, the lightning flash of insight that illuminates the whole
landscape, has not occurred. There have been surprises, but there
has been no magic. For those who prefer a rational world to a
romantic one, this is a comforting conclusion.
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POSTSCRIPT

The Decipherment of Carian

The nature of the problem

A way forward

119 A Carian word from
Buhen in Egypt, Read as
psmask by Kowalski

(= Psammetichus). On the

t

192

raditional values it would
have been read as msnalh

The Carians lived in the south-west corner of Asia Minor. They
are best known today for their fourth-century sc king, Mausolus,
or rather for the Mausoleum, which was built in his memory and
which was as famous in the ancient world as the Taj Mahal is in
ours. Homer mentions them as speaking a barbarous (i.e. non-
Greek) language, as does Herodotus. They also had their own
alphabet. Inscriptions in it were first recognized m 1844. They had
been written far from home, at Abu Simbel, by mercenaries in the
service of the pharaoh Psammetichus. Since then more inscriptions
have come to light, mostly in Egypt (about 150), some in Caria
itself (about 40), and one or two elsewhere. They are all brief and
the sum total of words they contain barely exceeds five hundred.
There are over forty letters. This is on the high side for an alpha-
bet, but what is rather more strange 1s its mixed character. About
half of the letters look Greek, but the rest are sui generis. This is a
much higher proportion of new signs than most borrowed scripts
show. Nevertheless the early investigators, led by Sayce (from 1887)
did the obvious thing and tried to understand the mscriptions by
giving the Greek-looking letters their Greek values. The result was
unsatisfactory. However there seemed no alternative, and for the
best part of a century the Cartan inscriptions remained opaque.’

But m 1975 T. W. Kowalsky suggested a new approach — that
Carian should be tackled from scratch like any other undeciphered
script, and that since there existed a dozen or so biscripts where the
Egyptian or Greek text contained proper names the first step
should be to identify them in the Carian. This worked much
better. A particularly good match, since it occurred on more than
one inscription, was that between the name of the pharaoh

\/‘k/‘\/‘//"lm



The Decipherment of Carian

Psammetichus and a Carian sign-group of six letters. Kowalsky
transliterated it psamsk, the k (a non-Greek letter form) being sug-
gested by an inscription in Caria where it appeared to begin the
Carian word for the city of Kildaros. But the match was surprising
too. The p was a letter that looked like a Greek m, and the £ one
that looked like a Greek r. 119

A few years later John Ray, an Egyptologist from Cambridge
who did not know of Kowalsky’s article, made an attempt on
similar Iines. But it was more discriminating and therefore more
successful. Ray observed that there were two distinct types of
biscript, one in which the Egyptian text had good Egyptian-type
names and another m which it had names which did not look
Egyptian at all. The probable reason for this, Ray suggested, was
that the Carians, being an immigrant community, often had two
sets of names, one official ‘Egyptian’, the other their own. In that
case the ‘Egyptian’ name was unlikely to be reproduced in the
Carian text except of course for Psammetichus. The pharaoh of
that name was their patron and protector, and it was natural enough
for them to adopt it. Further confirmation of this was that the
name was confined to Egypt and not found even there in the later
mscriptions: after the Persian conquest of Egypt towards the end of’
the sixth century the name would have become politically
undesirable.

Ray’s narrowing of the field resulted in identifications, which
though not immediately obvious become convincing on reftection.
For example the Egyptian 'Iwrsz and Arlis, an extremely frequent
Carian name  known from Greek inscriptions in  Caria
(Aphoooad). And as for the objection that Greek-looking letter
forms should have their Greek sound-values, Ray pointed out that
this was an unsafe line of reasoning — in our own script, for
instance, despite its being a close relation of both Greek and
Russian there are many changedvalues. (Our H is ¢ for a Greek and
n for a Russian, our C is a Russian s, our P a Greek r, and so on.)

Ray had confmed himself to Carian inscriptions in Egypt, and in
1982 was able to claim 20 or so consistent values. And when they
were applied to Cartan inscriptions in Caria itself they proved suc-
cessful. One example will show how the decipherment progressed.
Kowalsky n 1975 had cited a name written in Egyptian szrkbym as
a match for a Carian sign-group which he transhterated Sarkbrom.
His reason for the vocalic rwas that it was the second letter in what
he had identitied as the Carian for Kildaros. But Ray (1987) had a
more satisfactory value for the third sign, which mmplied that the
second should be a pure vowel. He gave 1t the value e and translit-
erated the name as farkbeom. Three years later a Carian personal
name  KeBuwproo (Kebiomos) from Mylasa was published by
Wolfgang Bliimel. This enabled Adiego (1993, p. 242; 1994, p. 38)
to point to a pattern. Sar when prefixed to a personal name could
clearly make another personal name. Examples were Sarusol/ Usol,
Srquq/ Quq, Saruliat/ Uliat, Saryassis/ Panyassis. And it was also true
of farkbiom (as Adiego transhiterated it) since kbiom itself occurs
twice at Sagqara and once at Thebes. But Adiego did not depend
on one example. He found 52 certain matches (and another 18 less
certain) between Carian names written in Carian and the five



Postscript

No. Sign Value No. Sign Value No. Sign Value

A R K S A K S A K §
1 4 a a a 1 4 a a a a 1 A a a a
3cy d g g 3¢y d g g 3¢coH d g g
40 1 d d d 40 1 d d d 40 1 d d d
5F¢c u é e | 5F¢ u é e | 5F¢ u é e i
6 /7 r r r v 6F7 r r r v 6F7 r r r v
72 wr z z 72 wr z z 70 wr z z
9@ q q t ¢t 9 q q t t 9® q q t ¢t
10r b b b n 10~ b b b n 10~ b b b n
117~ m m m n 117~ m m m n 11~ m m m n
120 o o o o 120 o o 0o o 120 o o 0o o

120 The progress of the Carian decipherment. A = Adiego 1994 with the values contirmed by the Kaunos
biscript ot 1996 picked out in bold lettering. R = Ray 1987, K = Kowalsky, S = the traditional values as presented
by Severovskin, 1994

hundred or so Carian names known from Greek inscriptions. This
enabled him to assign phonetic values to thirty-two letters (see
llustration above).

Confirmation

Despite a few doubters, most scholars had accepted the decipher-
ment in principle by 1993 when Adiego published his full-scale
book and when an International Congress was held in Rome
(Giannotta 1994). Then, in 1996, a Greek/Carian bilingual was
discovered at Kaunos in modern Turkey (ill. 121) which, on the
scale of Carian epigraphy, can be called substantial. It was a decree
granting privileges to two resident Athenians. Their names can be
recognized, or reconstructed, on both parts of the stone despite its
incomplete state,? and their verdict is incontrovertible. Nine letter-
values of which the great majority could not have been predicted
from their outward form, are confirmed and none is upset. This
put the general correctness of the decipherment beyond question.
The exact phonetic values will no doubt be given more precision
by further discovery and debate, the Carian language remains little
known, and the question of the origin of the script — when it was
taken over and whether from Grecks or Phoenicians or from some
intermediary — has scarcely been broached.?

So there is work still to be done, and it will undoubtedly give us
further insights into what it meant to belong to a mmority com-
munity in the ancient world. But though it has been a great
achievement of scholarship, the decipherment of Carian cannot be
expected ever to raise the Carians to a leading part in the pageant
of world history.

In this last point it 15 quite opposite to the Maya glyphs whose
decipherment has been the other triumph of recent scholarship.
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Rumour of American literacy first reached Europe in 1516. An
Indian, who claimed to be a refugee from a distant inland city, saw
a Spanish ofticial mn the settlement of Darien reading a book and
was astonished. “You have writing too?” he exclaimed. ‘So you too
can talk to people when they’re away!” He then asked to be shown
the book, but could not read it as the writing was different from his
own. The Spaniards could not discover his religion, but he was
apparently circumcised. He also said that his people lived in walled
cities, had laws and wore clothes.

The story is told by Anghiera' who three years later could add
substance to 1t. Actual books had been brought back to Spain. The
paper was bark, made into a single long sheet, sized with a kind of
plaster, then folded like a screen and placed between wooden
boards. The overall appearance was therefore booklike in our sense.
The writing too was like ours 1n that it proceeded by lines, but the
actual characters were very different, dice, hooks, loops, strips
‘resembling Egyptian forms’. Anghiera adds that among the sub-
jects for which the system could be used were history, law, religion,
astronomical and agricultural tables.

These views would now be considered close to the mark. But
the belief that won the day was that writing, as opposed to
memory-jogging by pictures, did not exist. The main authority on
the subject at the end of the century was Acosta whose Historia
natural y moral de las Indias was published i 1590 and rapidly trans-
lated into five languages. In it he asserts, to quote the 1604 English
translation, ‘No Nation of the Indies discovered in our time hath
had the use of letters and writings,” only of ‘images and figures’. In
a previous publication he had stated even more firmly ‘Since the
Indians do not have the use of letters they have no fixed history.”?
So Francis Bacon made no mention of literacy when detailing the
degree of civilisation attained in America, nor did the Royal
Society when drawing up its list of subjects worth investigation.?
The same orthodoxy continued throughout the eighteenth
century. Warburton (p. 49) and Zoega (p. 59) both knew about
Mexican and classified it as pictures, not as genuine script. About
Mayan they knew nothing.

Rediscovery began with the great von Humboldt. In 1810 he
reproduced pages of a manuscript from the Dresden library that

First intimations

<

121 The biscript from Kaunos
discovered in 1996

(after Freiand Marek, 1997)

Rediscovery
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had been up ll then completely forgotten.® He introduced them as
Aztec because the large-scale drawings resembled those in Aztec
manuscripts, but he was aware that the glyphs were something new,
‘like Egyptian hieroglyphs or Chinese characters’. The codex was
evidently a kind of almanac, and Humboldt knew a surprising
amount about its likely background. Counting by fives was
common throughout America. Five, thirteen, twenty and fifty-two
were ‘favourite numbers’. There was a ritual cycle of 260 days
(20%x13), and the civil year consisted of 18 months of 20 named days
plus five ‘empty’ days. Humboldt even printed (from Boturini) a
list of the Toltec day-names from Chiapa, and knew that they were
difterent from the Aztec names.

Humboldt was therefore on the brink of recognizing Maya as a
distinct culture. Twelve years later came the first published Maya
stone inscriptions. These were from Palenque and had been copied
on Guatemalan government orders by a Spanish army ofhcer,
Antonio del Rio, in 1787. Del Ro’s report was sent to Madrid, but
first saw the light of day in an English translation published in 1822.

The availability of samples of Mayan writing together with the
fact that this was the exact period of Champollion’s decipherment
fired an American with an ambition to do likewise. This was
Constantine  Rafimesque.® He  wrote two open letters  to
Champollion. The task, as he saw it, was similar. As Egyptian was
to Coptic, so pre-conquest Mayan must have been to the Maya
languages still spoken in the area. Similarly Humboldt’s book script
must stand to the script on the monuments as Demotic to
Hieroglyphic. The letters were ‘nearly the same’, and so was the
numeral system — ‘strokes meaning s and dots meaning unities, as
the dots never exceed 4.

- All this was on the right lines. But Champollion died before
Ratmesque could write him a third letter and Ratinesque himself
died not many years later. In any case it was soon to be eclipsed by
the dramatic discovery of an actual alphabet, taken down from a
genuine Maya using genuine Maya signs. This should have solved all
the problems at one go. Unhappily, however, it was not to be so easy.

The discoverer was well qualified to exploit his discovery.
Brasseur de Bourbourg had been a parish priest in Guatemala.
There he had learnt Quiche, the local Mayan language, published
an orally preserved pre-conquest drama, and translated the text of a
religious epic (written in Quiché but in Spanish letters) from a pre-
viously unknown manuscript. But his great discovery was made in
a Madrid library. It was an extensive account of the Maya and their
civilization written by a Franciscan friar (who later became a
bishop), Diego de Landa. Unfortunately the manuscript Brasseur
found was not the original of 1562. It was a copy, and a summa-
rized copy at that, made about a hundred years later. Nevertheless
it gave two important pieces of information about Maya writing.®
One concerned the calendar and was an unmixed blessing. [t
rapidly led to an appreciation of Maya astronomical knowledge and
dating techniques. The other, the purported alphabet, has been like
the proverbial guide who tells the truth only half the tme.
Misunderstanding was inbuilt. When Landa said a letter (a, b, ¢,
etc.), he will have meant a single sound, but he will have called it by

The Maya Glyphs

97



Postscript

The Maya calendar

198

its Spanish name (for example ‘bay’ for b, ‘élé’ for /). Landa’s infor-
mant on the other hand can only have thought in terms either of
syllables or of whole words: furthermore the Mayan script (like our
own) often has more than one sign for the same sound. The result
was that the equivalents he provided were sometimes a single sign,
sometimes two, and on one occasion four.

Partly because of this and partly because the science of compar-
ative philology (see p. 104) was still new and had not yet set to work
to reconstruct the pre-history of the Mayan languages, the would-
be decipherers, including Brasseur himself, who now moved in
were unsuccessful. The most dedicated of them was Cyrus
Thomas, an American from Tennessee. In a brief note in Science in
May 1892 Thomas, an anthropologist and a scientist, announced
preliminary success. Landa’s alphabet, he wrote, ‘was to a large
extent correct’, the ‘great majority of the characters’ were ‘truly
phonetic’, and ‘the writing was of a higher grade than had been
previously supposed’. He had established its direction too: both the
glyphs and the signs within the glyphs were to be read from left to
right and from top to bottom. His second article, two months later,
attempted to substantiate these claims, and gave rise to a sharp
response from a German Americanist, Edward Seler, attacking not
only Thomas’s specific claims but also his whole phonetic approach
on the ground that Linda’s alphabet dated to well after the Spanish
conquest when the scribes might well have begun to use some signs
phonetically. Thomas did not give up immediately, but after ten
years admitted defeat. “The crucial test,” he had once written, ‘was
that the characters should give like results in new combinations’
The test was not satisfactorily passed and in 1903 he acknowledged
‘that the inference of phoneticism was doubtful’. Seler had won the
argument.

The attention of reputable Mayanists now focussed on the calendar.
Here the information provided by Landa was an unqualified help.
In fact when added to what was already known of Aztec practice it
left little decipherment to do. The numerals operated, as do our
own and as did the Babylonian, on a place system. On the lowest
register a dot meant one, a stroke five, and a shell zero. On each
ascending register this was multiplied by twenty. A single dot might
therefore stand for 1, or 20, or 400, or 8000, just as our I stands for
one or ten or hundred or thousand depending on where it comes
in the sequence.

The calendar was more complicated. There was a ritual cycle of
260 days, a cycle of 360 days (18 months of 20 days each), and a
civil year of 365 days. Great importance was also attached to the
apparent (or synodic) Venus year of $84 days, while for the predic-
tion of eclipses the moon was of prime consequence and the Maya
knew the average length of the lunar cycle to within half a minute.
Various periods resulted from the combination of these cycles. Of
these the most interesting one for the historian is the so-called
‘long count’. This consisted of 1,872,000 days (=7200%x260 or
5200x%360), and it served the Maya as the Christian cra serves us or



the Year of the Hegira serves the Mohammedan world. Maya mon-
uments regularly record the number of days since the start of the
era. This works out as the equivalent of our 13 August 3114 BC and
means that Maya dates can be known with total accuracy.

For more everyday purposes the Maya used a span of 37,960 days
(=104 civil years=65 Venus years=146x260 days) or the half of
that, their so-called round count, a period of s2 years.

These calculations, which can be extremely complicated, were
carried out (together with much solid work in the way of the pub-
lication and indexing of the inscriptions) by a series of scholars
from Ernst Forstemann at the end of the nineteenth century to
Eric Thompson who died in 1975. But attempts at phonetic deci-
pherment were largely abandoned. Conventional wisdom had it
that at most there might be apparent phoneticism of rebus type —
that 1s to say a kind of visual punning as if the English word ‘be’
were to be represented by the drawing of a honey-bee — but no
more.

The first serious attempt to dent this view was made by an
American linguist, Benjamin Whorf, in 1933. He pointed out
among other things that Landa had given separate glyphs for ca and
i, ka and ku, and that this must be genuine information because it
indicated a syllabary. He suggested too that the sign for 1 might be
another nugget of truth. In the codices it 1s often found on the left
hand side of glyphs, and in Mayan languages it is a frequent gram-
matical prefix. These were perceptive, indeed seminal, observa-
tions. Unfortunately Whorf was tempted into building on them
some over-speculative  decipherments. Their demolition dis-
credited his whole approach.

The next scholar to propose a phonetic decipherment was a
Russian, Yuri Knorosov. Working at the Leningrad Institute of
Ethnology and using an edition of the Maya codices which was
rescued from the flames of the National Library in Berlin in 1945
(perhaps by Knorosov himself who was asoldier in the Red Army at
the time though he himself later played down the story), he
managed to break new ground. He did not simply propose phonetic
readings that were plausible i themselves, but was able to point to
other words which used the same signs in different combinations.
Interlocking phonetic values, as we have seen in all the other deci-
pherments in this book, are what is needed to establish proof.

Thus already i 1876 de Rosny had suggested ci-tzir as the pho-
netic reading for two signs prefixed to a glyph depicting a turkey in
the Madrid Codex, because the first sign resembled Landa’s av and
itz 1s a Mayan word for ‘turkey’ (1ll. 123a). But now Knorosov
substantiated this. In the Dresden Codex a glyph generally recog-
nized as standing for a dog deity was accompanied by two signs of
which the first was de Rosny’s fzi and the second was one of
Landa’s signs for /. From an early dictionary which was compiled in
the seventeenth century or perhaps even earlier (though only pub-
lished in the twentieth), tzul 1s given as meaning ‘dog’ (ill. 123b).
Nor was this all. In another part of the Codex where the numeral
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a cu-tz(u)
‘turkey’

¢ |bul-lu-c(u)

‘cleven’

123 The first steps in the
phonetic decipherment of the
glyphs, made by de Rosny (a)
and by Knorosov (b) and (¢)
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11 was to be expected there were instead three signs. The first was
illegible, the second was Landa’ [, the third was Landa’s ar. It was
evidently the word for ‘eleven’ (buluc m Mayan) written out in full
(ill. 123¢).

Korosov offered other interlocking words, but these were the
most convincing. However he had published in Russian, it was
during the Cold War, and he followed up his first article with some
less secure speculations. So he failed to win conviction, at any rate
n the west.

What shook the orthodox view was a discovery not about lan-
guage at all, but about history. It was made by another Russian,
but this time one bred and educated in America, Tatiana
Proskouriakotl. In front of the pyramids on top of the acropolis at
Piedras Negras are groups of inscribed stones, or stelae. They

124 Stela 14 at Piedras
Negras shows the accession of
Ruler 5 in AD 758, Texts on
its sides record the particulars
of his carly life
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u bac
(his captive)

‘Bird Jaguar’

chucah N
(was captured) Yaxchilan
Emblem Glyph
‘Jeweled Skull’
2nd captive

2nd captive "Jewelled Skull’

were erected m groups at five-year intervals and bore a series of
Maya dates. Conventional wisdom had it that they recorded
temple dedications, regular sacrificial occasions and the like.
Proskouriakoff noticed that the first stela in each group showed the
same scene (a figure seated in a raised niche) and that this was asso-
ciated with a particular hieroglyph and a specitic date. This was

always preceded by another event which took place between 12 df;;;;]‘,;}:;?‘)

and 31 years earlier. The total time-span covered by each group

never exceeded 64 years. The simple explanation was that the

stones recorded human lifetimes, and since the monuments had )

. .. o, e ~ \h()\\/lllg the CQ]P[UI'C of
such a prominent position, royal lifetimes. In that case, the first Jamreled Skl by Bivd jagumr
stone in each group described the ruler’s birth and accession (this  “of vaxchilin o
bemg 12 to 31 years later than his birth); the rest, subsequent events
in his career.

The stones were therefore historical monuments. Their texts
recorded dynastic names, titles and achievements. This doubled the
interest of Mayan decipherment. It also confirmed Knorosov in a
small particular. One of his words had been chu-ca-h(a) ‘captured’
(the cls interlocking with cu-ch(n) ‘burden’). It had accompanied a
captured god in the Dresden Codex: the same glyph was now to be
read at Yaxchilan next to a captive prisoner of war on a limestone
relief.

The process of confirmation was at first slow. There were good
reasons for this. The language, classical Mayan, was known only
from its descendants. Publication of the numerous, and elaborate,
stone inscriptions, often from remote sites, was inherently difficult.
So was the indexing and cross-referencing needed to establish a
rehable sign-list. All these, n their different ways, have been major

125 A limestone relief
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126 Five ways to write BALAM
(= YJaguar’). After Robinson 1995

feats of organization. There was also considerable scepticism to
overcome. With Mayan as with Akkadian and Linear B (see pp. 114
and 177) a main stumbling-block has been the apparent laxity of
spelling conventions. Quite different-looking glyphs can represent

126 the same word. One’s natural reaction 1s to think ‘How impossible!”
But of course the same kind of thing can happen in our own script.
Consider

53 LIII lii FIFTY-THREE fifty-three

These are five ways of writing the same number, and visually
speaking they scarcely have a sign in common. Likewise with dates.
There are many ways to write, say, the Fourth of July, but
whichever way we use familiarity makes it instantly recognizable. It
must have done the same for the Maya. But a decipherer is not so
automatically familiar with the language or the script. He has to
proceed glyph by glyph and word by word with frequent doubt and
occasional error.

However for specialists the decipherment 1s now a fact of life,
and for the public it has already passed the acceptance point. The
credibility given to Akkadian by the ‘unseen translation’ of the
Tiglath Pileser cylinder (p. 14), to Luvian by the Karatepe bilingual
(p- 142), and to Linear B by the tripod tablet (pp. 176-7) has been
given to Mayan by a cup which carried a glyph that could be
transliterated ca-ca-1(a) and which, when it was sent to a laboratory
on Michael Coe’s initiative, was found to have contained choco-
late. (Our word cocoa for a chocolate-derived drink is descended
from the Mayan word.)

Origins and conclusions

The first origins of Maya writing may go back as far as 250 sc and
of its apparent ancestor, Zapotec, to around 600 B¢ and it was still
flourishing when the Spaniards came. Had the Spaniards kept the
tradition of Maya literacy alive there would have been no need for
a decipherment. But they did not. The missionaries taught Spanish
and the Spanish alphabet, and far from preserving Maya books
destroyed them. The result was that the glyphs died out and were
replaced by the Spanish alphabet even for writing in Mayan.

]
o
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This 15 easy enough to understand, however sad for historians
and anthropologists. What is more surprising 1s the previous failure
of the Maya script to spread within America itself. Like Egyptian,
but unlike nearly all other old-world scripts (see table on p. 180), it
never travelled. Not even the Aztecs, who ultimately dominated
the area and had a very similar tradition of painting and of book
production (though their paper was made from a different sub-
stance), took 1t over. This 1s a problem if you believe that phonetic
writing 1s a kind of evolutionary stage and comes more or less
automatically once a society has achieved a certain level. For how
could the Aztecs, who were as civilized as the Maya, have kept the
pictures but dropped the script? Or can it be that phoneticism is
not necessarily the most sophisticated stage, and that for their pur-
poses the Aztecs found that pictures served better than words?
After all we ourselves are far more graphicate than our grand-
parents and perhaps less literate: at any rate there are many con-
texts, from packaging to computer-screens, where we seem to
prefer icons to the written word.” Another possible explanation is
that Maya writing, even though phonetic, might not have appeared
transferable for use in another language either to the Aztecs or to
the Maya themselves.”

But whatever the truth on this matter there can no longer be any
doubt that the Maya glyphs are genuine writing. And it was clearly
invented or evolved, not borrowed. Whatever contact there may or
may not have been between America and Asia after the first cross-
ing of the Bering Strait, its date, its general appearance, and the
system by which it operates proclaim its originality. It is the only
script whose independent invention can be so firmly stated. Even
Chinese appeared late and at a time when Mesopotamian influence
cannot be excluded.

The originality of the Maya script gives it a unique interest,
quite apart from the light it sheds on human history in what can no
longer, thanks to its decipherment, be thought of as a New World.

ca ca

.e 7

/

—u(a)

127 Glyph on a cup found to
have contained chocolate.
After Robinson 1995
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Notes on the Text

InTRODUCTION (pp. Y—10)

In the 18th century the Japancese public were forbid-
den contact with Europe and America, but some
medical students caught sight of a textbook of
anatomy at Nagasaki (where Dutch ships were per-
mitted an annual visit) and were greatly nmpressed by
the illustrations which showed bodily organs looking
like the real thing and not as their Chinese professor
described them. At considerable personal risk they
got hold of a copy. smuggled it ashore, and by 1775
had succeeded in translating it. Though one of them
knew a little spoken Dutch and they had managed to
get hold ot a small Dutch dictionary, they none ot
them knew the values of the European letters or how
they operated. The feat must therefore count as a
genuine decipherment, and one partially outside the
Western tradition. An autobiographical account of it
was written by Gempaku Sugita in 1815 (when he
was X¥3) and is summarized in English by Eikoh Ma
(1959).

CHAPTER 1 (pp. 11-42)

(8]

%)

It is remarkable that in his account of his travels in the
Greek islands, written in 1422, Buondelmonte gives
the position, height, and pedestal inscription of the
Constantinople obelisk, but makes no mention at all
ot its clearly carved hicroglyphs. He calls the monu-
mentan agulia and shows no awareness ot its Egyptian
origim - sce note 3.

Cyriac deseribes the inscription (ed. Mchuns. p. s1)
as ‘a most ancient epigram in Phocnician characters, a
thing unknown to men ot our age presumably
because of the long time that has clapsed and of the
talling into disusc of the greatest and inost ancient arts
and our ignorance of them’. ltis generally considered
(c.g. Weiss 155) that the reference is to a specitically
hicroglyphic nscription, and hicroglyphs are cer-
tainly referred to as having been seen by Cyriac in
Marsupino’s verses to him printed in Mchuns’
cdition. [ amm not sure why he calls them Phocenician,
nor how he saw them on the Great Pyramid, as he
scems to claim.

The precise term used to describe an obelisk is a small
matter in itself, but it is symptomatic of the state ot
historical awareness. Obelus or obeliscus (variously
spelt) is used i the Notitia de regionibus urbis Romae (a
description of Rome, basically third-century A, but
with subscquent additions — see Nordh's edition,
Lund 1949) together with the mention of ‘Egyptian
signs’ (notac Ac gy ptiacae), and ina Carolingian itinerary

04
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(printed by Valentim and Zucchettt Codice Topo-
graphice della Citta di Roma Il 163-207). After this it
scems to have fallen out of use. The only medicval
mstance ot the word 1 have found is the phrase
obeliscius Neronisin the ordo Romanus of the Benedictine
canon (Valentini and Zucchetti I 212), which is
presumably taken over verbatim from an carlier
Version.

The medieval terms for an obelisk are aguglia or

guglia, Latinized as agulia or Iulia — the latter being

cither a phonctic transliteration or taken as agreeing
with columma in reference to Cacsar's tombstone. This
is perhaps morce probable, as T do not think fuliaoccurs
except where it relates specitically to the Vatican
obelisk. Alternatively the word may be translated
aats, ‘needle’. Or a specific term may be avoided, and
lapis or saxum used as for cxample by Petrarch
(Familiarivm rermm lib. vi 2).

The technical term of classical Latin, obelus or
obeliscus, was revived by Poggio and Biondo in the
mid-fifteenth  century, and used by subsequent
writers, who thereby identify themselves as humanists,
and who are at the same time aware of what Pliny
and others said of the Egyptian origin of obcelisks.

Strozzi's immediate source for his captions on the
map (ill. 1b) was perhaps Tortellius Commentariorim
Gramumaticorumn  de Orthographia  dictionum  (Rome
1471), who took much of his topographical informa-
tion from Biondo (sce Weiss, p. 71). For prototype
of the maps sce Scagha (J. Warb. Inst. 27, 136-63).
The detail illustrated takes in about a third of the
whole mosaic. The temple is marked out as Egyptian
by the twin obelisks and the sacred lake. Animals,
apart from those in the detail illustrated, include a
lioness, tiger, lynx, giraffe, deer, and various unreal,
or at least unidentiticd creatures such as a képien, a
sphingia, an ass-centaur, a crocodileopard, and a
crocottas (perhaps a cross between a wolf and a dog
or a hyena and lioness).

Gullint (1956) takes it that the mosaic was laid down
at the same time as the building i the early first
century. Peters (1963) dates it halt a century later on
grounds of landscape style.

Cicerodeleg. i 2. Theauthority for Cicero’s pocmon
the Nile is the writer in Script. Hist. Aug. 20, 3. 2.
Meroé was some nine hundred miles south of Aswan,

near the modern Khartoum. It was the southernmost
city of which the Romans had any knowledge. The
Iseum in the Campus Martius was next to the so-
called ovile or Saepta where voting had taken place n
Republican times.



7

>

A=

1

The plagque was discovered by A Rowe in his excava-
tion of the Scrapeum. Its translation, after Rowe
(1946), reads:

Hicroglyphic Text: The King of the South and North,
heir of the Brother-Gods, chosen of Amun, powertul
n the lite of Ré, the son of Ré, Ptolemy, living for
cever, beloved of Prah, made this Temple and Sacred
Enclosure of Scrapis.

Greek Text: King Ptolemy, son of Ptolemy and
Arsinoce, the Brother-Gods, [dedicates| to Serapis the
Temple and the Sacred Enclosure.

1. 3d s reproduced from the publication of the
papyrus by Baucer and Strzygowsk; (1905). The sack
of the Serapeum is described by various authors,
notably Rutinus Hist. el 11 23, and Eunapius 17ir.
Soph. vi 11.

The fullest reterences are still to be tound in Zoéga
(1797) who cites (458-9) several dozen passages n
solne twenty-five ancient authors in support ot these
different usages ot the hicroglyphic script.

The references are Cicero denat. deornni i §6; Corpus
Henmeticum Asclepins 1 8; Lactantius Div. Inst. 1 6, 2
and v 6, 4.

The ultimate source for the ideas s Plato’s Timacus,
though Lactantius thought that Plato was tollowing
Hermes Trismiegistus, since he accepted the authen-
ticity of the Hermetic tracts (see his de iva dei 11).
Ficino, the Renaissance exponent of Neoplatonism, in
the preface to his edition of Lactantius (1471), says
the same: “The founder of theology is said to be
Mercurius Trismegistus. The next most important
part in ancient theology was played by his tfollower
Orpheus. . . " The tradition, Ficino continues, then
passed through the Orphic mysteries to Aglaophemus,
Pythagoras, Philolaus, and cventually to Plato.

The Hermes Trismegistus mosaic, together with

mosaics of the ten Sibyls (also on the authority of
Lactantius via Ficino), on the pavement of Siena
Cathedral, were laid during the rectorship ot Alberto
Aringhieri, a Knight of St John of Jerusalem and
Rhodes, which terminated in 1498,
pensiculate i Aulus Gellius (i3, 12 and xii 20, 11).
Pointed out by Pozzi (1959, p. 87).
Poliphilus™ interpretation ot the tirst three  hiero-
glyphs s patientia ornanentum custodia protectio vitae
(‘endurance is the ornament, guard, and protection ot
lite’), which Pozzi and Ciapponi in their cdition
explain simply by the tive symbols taken in the order
ox-head, branches, dog, helmet, lamp.

Poliphilus’ rendering is rather bald, anditsrelevance
to his situation none too clear. Itis tempting to try to
improve on it. This would certainly not be legitimate
purcly on the grounds that Poliphilus is still at an
carly stage of his journcy, but it may be made so by
the fact that Picrius suggests a richer meaning tor
some of the symbols. He says that the helmet, though
it stands tor defence, can also signify that the sources
of lite are temporarily hidden since it is an attribute
of Pluto’s. The dog s fidelity rather than just guardian-
ship. The festooned ox-head means labour rewarded.
These symbolisms, together with the order of the in-
scription, would suggest to me an interpretation on

the lines of ‘be taithful, wary, and persevering, and
you will be rewarded as you go through life’. This
would be more interesting sense and very much more
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appropriate to the siting of the inscription on the
bridge that leads Poliphilus, now escaped trom the
City of the Past, into the country of Nature.

Thereisno difficulty over the other two signson the

other side of the bridge. The circle means “always’.
The dolphin (‘speed’ and “lite-saving’) and anchor
(‘sccurity’) together mean ‘make haste slowly’. This
was adopted by Aldus as the emblem for his press -
sce Pozzi and Ciapponi, 1964, 1 62.
The subject of Pierius’” Book xxxiii is the symbolism
of the human sense organs, its immediate context a
lecture on Pindar (Nerneans viii 43) a propos of
pleasure showing itself n the cyes, and its torm a
dialogue between Ieading scholars ot the time. They
are Picrius’ uncle Urbanus (1440-1524), the first to
publish a Greek grammar in Latin, and who had him-
selt’ travelled i Egypt; Rayncerius, a Senator of
Venice, a Procurator ot St Mark’s, and a member ot
the *Aldine Academy’;s Thomacus (1456-1531), the
Aristotclian philosopher; and  Leonicenus  (1428—
1524), Protessor of Medicine at Ferrara. According to
Cosenza (1967), Thomacus™ pupils included Coper-
nicus and  Latimer, Leonicenus’ pupils included
Latimer, Linacre, and Ariosto.

The participants in the dialogue, which Pierius
represents as having actually taken place, are an
eloquent testimony to the importance attached at the
time to the subject of hicroglyphics.

177), Sbordonc (1940) on
Horapollo 1 55, 56, and Picrius xvii.

In 1§82 the Matthacan obelisk was moved by Kyriacos
Matthacus to his garden on Monte Cehio: in 1586 the
Vatican obelisk was moved by Sixtus V to the arca
in front of St Peter’s: in 1587 the Esquiline, in 1588
the Lateran, in 1589 the Flaminian obcelisks were re-
crected by Sixtus Voin front ot S. Maria Maggiore,
the Lateran Palace, and in the Piazza del Popolo
respectively: in 1589 or thercabouts the Florence
obelisk w:

See Jequier (1921, p.

crected by Cardinal Medici in his gardens
on the Pincio before being taken to Florence a few
years later.

Caussin detines a hieroglyph as ‘an image or tigure
arbitrarily agreed on by men to express a particular
meaning, which was employed by the philosophers
of Egypt instead of letters.

For an English translation ot Kircher's interpretation
ot the scarab (ill. 18), I do my best:

CENTRE: the parts of the picture: winged ball: serpent:
rear of beetle and ball ot dung; shoulder ot beetle(?);
head of beetle; cirele of headdress; ornament on
headdress: device (according to the Kircher the
Coptic word tor ‘love’.

VT SIDES proper sense: by the soul of the universe and
life of the world ¢ the ruler of the carth « the orbits
of the Heavens ¢ the Sun « the Moon ¢ and the
Elements « are joined in Love and conserved in
their being.

RIGUT SIDE: anystic sense: Hemphta, the supranmundane
Spirit, the Archetypal Sun ¢ Osiris @ the Genii of the
Hcavens « Horus  Isis ¢ the Sublunar Demons
wrapped in the mighty chain of Love are taken and
drawn along.

(&)
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18 Kircher's Egyptian interpretations were so wild that

they gave little handle for scholarly disproof. His
seventeenth-century critics tended to concentrate
their attack on his derivation of Greek trom Coptic
and his reconstruction and translation of an alleged
Hebrew inscription found on what he imagined to
be the site of the burning bush on Mount Horeb and
reading, ‘God shall make a Virgin conceive and she
shall bear a son.” Readers with a taste for polemic will
find lively demolitions of Kircher's methods and
results in these two matters in Hottinger (1662),
preface, Wagenseil (1681), 428—44, and Leutholf
(1691), 442-3. The learned Archbishop Ussher had
already scen through him, and told Evelyn that
‘Kircher was a mountebank’ (Diary 215t August,
1655).

Incidentally, in expounding onthe Bembine Table
Kircher quite ignored Pignorio’s book, though he
knew of its existence.

In the Phaedrus (229 1) and in the Republic (378 1)
Plato dismisses the method of allegorical interpreta-
tion. Juvenal’s main attack on Egyptian religion is at
the beginning of his fitteenth satire. Pignorio’s refer-
ence to Agustin is to his de numism. dial. 4.
Stillingfleete also tries to discredit Manctho on various
grounds, the mostinteresting trom our point of view
being that his alleged translation of the hicroglyphics
mmto Greck was an impossibility since hieroglyphic
characters are not, and do not express, a language.
Comparisons between Mexican picture-writing and
Egyptian hieroglyphic are as early as Mercati (1589,
p. 96), though in Mercati’s case it 1s Diodorus’ sup-
posed Ethiopian picture-writing, not directly Egyp-
tian, which he thinks comparable.

de aug. scient. vi 1, published in 1623. Many of the
positions taken up on this matter in the next two
centuries (and even beyond — see Evans’ idcas re-
counted in chapter 8) as orthodox are succinctly
stated by Bacon in this chapter. Thes
nationalism of gesture, particularly in making com-
mercial transactions, and its status as a sort of ‘tran-
sitory Hieroglyph’; the existence of Chinese writing
as a Real Character, independent of linguistic
barriers; the priority of Egyptian Hieroglyphic, a
sort of pre-writing, to any alphabet except perhaps
the Hebrew; even the undesirability of spelling reform

arc the inter-

since it would obscure ctymologies and render old
books hard to read. On Real Characters Bacon has
this to say: ‘Real Characters have nothing of the
Emblem about them (as do Gestures and Hicro-
glyphs). Their outward appearance is as uncom-
municative as that of the letters of the alphabet. Their
creation is arbitrary and their acceptance is by usage,
as i by tacit agreement. One thing that is clear 1s that
a very great number of characters is necded for such
writing: For there must be as many characters as
there are root words.’

But though Bacon lists a Real Character among
his Desiderata, he is not enthusiastic about its likely
usef ulness, words and letters of the alphabet being in
his view very much the most convenient means of
writing. A Real Character was little more than a
theoretical alternative, justas it would be theoretically
possible to have money made out of material other
than gold and silver.

200

Nevertheless, the theoretical alternative was freely
explored. David (1965, p. 4e) lists six attempts made
in the ten years betore the appearance of Wilking’
book, by Lodowyck (London 1657), Beck (London
1657), Edmundson (London 1658), Dalgarno (London
1661), Becher (Frankturt 1661), Kircher (Rome 1663).

CHAPTER 2 (pp. 43-59)

1 This was the first recognition of non-hieroglyphic
Egyptian script, not of Egyptian mummies. These
had long been tamiliar, chiefly for their reputed
medical properties. Mummy substance was thought
particularly beneficial in cases of broken bones and
contusions, but also for many other things. There was
a massive export trade i it from Egypt to Europe
throughout the Middle Ages and beyond. ‘Mummy
is become merchandise, Mizraim cures wounds, and
Pharaoh is sold for balsams’, as Sir Thomas Browne
put it. The trade continued into the cighteenth
century. For facts and tigures sce Dannenfeldt (1959),
7-22.

12 The stela (Corpus Inscr Semiticarun 2.1.141) 1s now at
Carpentras where Rigord donated it. Its date is ¢. so@
BC when Egypt was under Persian rule. The writing
1s Aramaic (so Rigord's guess was not far out) but the
embalmed called  Taba, was evidently
Egyptian.

2 It was accompanied by a second article (printedin the

July 1704 issue) on the origin of language and of
writing. Rigord argucs Hebrew for the one, and
Samaritan (or Old Hebrew) for the other.
The first of these suggestions is partly anticipated by
Menestricr, a Jesuit of Lyons and expert in heraldry,
in the sccond of two paperson an Egyptian mummy-
case which was publicly exhibited in France in 1692.
Menestrier is suspicious of Kircher's interpretations,
because they leave no room for the plain historical
meanings in the inscriptions, which are vouched for
by Greek and Roman writers. Menestrier applies the
term hicroglyphic to the large-scale tigures only and
thinks the small ones (i.e. the real hicroglyphs) to be
an cxample of the cursive or alphabetic seript. [ am
not sure that this contusion entitles him to the credit,
awarded him by Miss David (p. se), of having been
the first to make the suggestion that the hieroglyphs
had a phonetic clement.

4 By accepting the evidence of pocts about the divine
ancestry of their heroes Newton dated various gods
to two generations betore the Trojan War, and thus,
by assuming that the gods were really just great men
who introduced particular arts, he was able to date the
invention of those arts, for cxample agriculture.
Again, the difference between the true rate of the
precession of the equinox and the rate as computed
by the Greek astronomer Hipparchus enabled him,
he thought, to bring down the date of the Argonaut
expedition from 1247 to 937 B¢, The basis of his

woman,

(5%}

argument was that since our traditional names of the
constellations all refer to the Argonauts or carlier
heroes, our star-map must have been made at the time
of the Argonautic cxpedition and for its use
presumably by Chiron.

Warburton includes “arbitrary marks’ because not all
the signs on the monuments are pictorial and because
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of the celebrated description of the look of an
Egyptian book in Apuleius (Met. xi 22), ‘written with
unknown characters, partly painted with figures ot
beasts . partly with lines whose tops and tails
turned round in tashion of a wheel, joined together
above like unto the tendrils of a vine, whereby they
were wholly strange and impossible to be read of the
profanc people’ (tr. Adlington, adapted).

The inclusion of animal forms in this description
showed Warburton that it did not reter to alphabetic
writing. On the other hand the inclusion of what
were obviously arbitrary marks showed that it was
on the way to it. Apuleius must theretore, he thought,
be referring to the sort of ‘running hand ot hicro-
glyphics’ such as accompanied the large-scale figures
on the Bembine Table. These are, of course, what we
should call hicroglyphics. Warburton, who still
thought of the word as primarily referring to the
large-scale figures, classified the small writing as a
subdivision of hicroglyphics, and suggested the name
‘hicrographical® for it.

This passage was added in the second edition ot The
Divine Legation.

Thus Warburton — like Rigord, though without
mentioning him — takes Ok Tiw srpdhtan arorzeior in
Clement as meaning ‘alphabetically’. His mter-
pretation of the passage is, however, as one would
expect, both original and ingenious (IV iv 2).
Clement, he says, describes three kinds ot Egyptian
writing — epistolic, sacerdotal, and hicroglyphical. The
first two proceed in ‘the plain and ordinary way of
writing by the first clements ot words, or letters ot
an alphabet” (that is, curiologically): the last, to
which Clement gives the name ‘symbolic’, can be
cither plainly representational (curiologic), or tropical
or allegorical. The difficulty arises, according to
Warburton, from Clement’s having run together the
two classes of hicroglyphic, the plain and the
symbolic.

What shows Warburton that he has done so is
Porphyry de pvita Pythag. xi—xii, where Porphyry
distinguishes between hieroglyphic, ‘speaking openly
by imitation’ (xowoloyoipera xuva piienr) and sym-
bolic, ‘allegorizing cnigmatically’
wurd Tovag aiviyuods). The supposed  latter  class is
what Warburton sometimes calls ‘hierographical’.
For the extent of Warburton's influence on French
thought sce David (1965, pp. 100f), and, outside
France, Iversen (1961, p. 110).

Zoéga's vocabulary for the concepts of evolution and
development includes the following: adverbs sensim,
lente,  panllatim, -~ gradatim; verbs transire, progredi,

(A 2apyouodpsva

adolescere; phrases lento passu et per multos gradus;
analogies quod vero cvenire videmus in linguis gentinm,
ut natae augeantur, atque ubi ad maximam adolevering
vigorem ct clegantiam, luxuriari incipiant, post marce-
scant, atque ad aliquam velut infantiam redeant (541 — the
stages ot hicroglyphic script) and  plerunque  ab
exiguis initiis natae, post sensim adolevere, ac din
singulornm privato
pandlatimque ad plures diffusae, denigne nemine advertente
in publicin wsini transiere ... (550 — the diffusion ot
the alphabet compared to the diftusion of most very
ancient human inventions).

Zotga's tirmest single piece of evidence was a remark

hominum connmodo  inservientes,

Notes on the Text

of Aristides (it 360), an author of ¢. Ap 180, that
Egyptian was unwritable in Greek (dysgrammaton).
Indeed, his date for Christian Coptic was approxi-
mately right — our carliest MSS. are late third century.
Itisjust possible that Christian Coptic was an indepen-
dent, or partly independent evolution, and not
derived trom the script of the magical papyri. See
Kahle 244 #. 1, and 253.

CHAPTER 3 (pp. 60—84)
1 The French Expedition to Egypt may have been

imaginative in concept and glorious in execution,
but it was dogged throughout by a certain clement of
farce, which even extended to the publication ot its
results, the great Description d'Egypte. The historical
pretace, impeccably composed by the great Fourier
to the highest standards of Academic French, had to
be submitted to Napolcon (in a printed edition of
three copies) for his approval. The alterations he
made fall into two main types. The onc attempted to
represent the invasion of Egypt (a Turkish province)
as an act of triendship to Turkey: the other referred
to his own part. As an instance of the latter, Fourier,
confronted with the delicate and difficule task of
saying something positive about the final results ot
the expedition after the surrender ot the whole
French army, wrote that the French occupation had
afforded the Egyptians the experience unusual to
them of good government, and that in their hearts
there still reigned the name of Bonaparte. Napoleon
amended this to ‘the immortal name of Bonaparte™.
In the 1821 cdition, in which all references to
Napoleon were deleted, the phrase was changed to
‘the name of France’. See Champollion-Figeac (1844,
p. 130).

2 Sacy’s Chinesc is somewhat contused. The tollowing

comment was kindly supplied to me by Mr Ray
Dawson. ‘The modern word for barber is ti-tou-de,
the ren having dropped off. ti-ron-de-ren would match
Sacy’s spelling except that his “ten” tor “‘fou” seems
to be a mistake. ti —shave, ron
deisa very common particle with cither possessive or
determinative function: so

ti-tou-de-ren —shave-hcad-kind ot-man (det.)
shave-man-s-head (poss.)’

head, and ren=man.

ti-ren-de-tou

3 The theory of writing as the fixative agent of lan-

guage, which remained in vogue until well into the
nincteenth century, is at least as carly as Sir William
Jones, who made much usc of it in his Presidential
Addresses to the Asiatic Society of Calcutta. It lent
itself well to the purposc of explaining how there had
emerged so many different languages in the world in
the very few millennia since Adam, a problem of
which Jones shows himselt particularly conscious.

4 ‘On sait que les Chinois éprouvent cet embarras, et

qu'ils sont obligés quelquefois  d’employer un
certain signe pour avertir que les caractéres qui
entrent dans l'expression d'un nom propre, sont
réduits d cette seule valeur. Je conjecture que dans
I'inscription hiéroglyphique de Rosette, on a employ¢
au méme usage le trait qui entoure une série dhiéro-
glyphes’, Magasin Encyclopédigue, 1811, 1v 184 1. 2. It
1s likely that the reflection only occurred to Sacy in
the latter part of the year. Otherwise he would have
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surcly mentioned it i his recommendation  of
Rémusat’s book to the Corps Législarif, where his
whole purpose was to stress the utility of Chinese
studics.

Mr Dawson informs mc that i tsie the first
character gives the mitial sound and the second the
tinal sound (not vowel -+ consonant, as stated by
Bayer), and that in fact the device is only used in
lexicons. [t is not used for toreign words. For these it
is cnough to use words tor their phonetic value and
not for their meaning. Thus ‘cocoa’ is written by
duplicating the character for ko (which mcans *may’,
‘can’), and ko + hanin Rémusat’sexample isan attempt
to get as close as possible to the Mongolian khan,
which was originally a two-syllable word.

In the Advertisement to his Egyptian Dictionary, of’
which he was correcting the proots when he died,
he denies all utility to Champollion’s ‘system of
phonctic values™ except as a possible mnemonic to
serve ‘i assisting the memory’.

Renouf’s harsh, but just, conclusion is *Champollion
lcarnt nothing whatever from Young, nor did anyone
clse.”

A magnanimous attempt to present Young's
claims in a favourable light is made by Henri Sottas
m the preface of his centenary edition of the Lertre a
M. Dacier. He gives Young a score of 100 correct out
of the 212 hicroglyphic groups whose meaning he
attempted to identity in his Encyclopacdia Britannica
Supplement article of 1819, But this is too generous
Sottas includes over a dozen numeral signs counted
scparately, some quite obviously identitiable pictures,
and wholce cartouches (e.g. that of Ptolemy) whose
mcaning nobody then doubted. The problem was
how the mcaning wa

arrived at. Nevertheless

cnough of Young’s conjectures remain (c.g. ‘God’,
‘teminine’, ‘year’, ‘month’, ‘day’) to show that he
had some precise and correct ideas on the subject;
this much Champollion alwaysacknowledged. But it
was not enough tor Young, who wanted to be recog-
nized as the guide who had tirst demonstrated the
correct way.  Unfortunately he never achieved
demonstration. A good instance of the random
nature of s work s his transhteration of the name
of Ptolemy. To the seven hicroglyphs which make up
the name Young gave the values ole, ma, os, p, 1, i, and
nothing at all. Of these some are right, some half-
right, some wrong. But as he otfers neither coherent
argument nor interlocking evidence to support them,
it 1s impossible to place any contidence in them.
Sottas puts forward some interesting arguments to
show that the Rosctta Stone was in itself not enough
to allow a decipherment. The demotic letters for the
name of Ptolemy were cither not descended or not
recognizably descended from the hicroglyphs used in
the Ptolemy cartouche (whereas had the cartouche of
Ale
been several mutually recognizable signs). Morcover
there is only one word in the whole of the remainder
of the inscription which contains two hicroglyphs
trom the Ptolemy cartouche: indeed there are only
three instances where hicroglyphs of the cartouche
recur at all n known Coptic words that could have
been recognized from the Greek translation. It was

ander survived on the stone, there would have

thus virtually impossible for conjectural values to be
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cross=checked within the Rosetta Stone itself, and
during 1814, the only year in which Young pursucd
his Egyptian rescarches seriously, the Rosetta Stone
was more or less his only resource.

But 1t is hard to sympathize with him. He had a
sccond chance with Bankes” discovery of Cleopatra's
cartouche on the Philac obelisk, which was known
to him long betore it was known to Champollion.
Yet he let it shp. Morcover, as Sottas points out (47 #.
1; 66 n. 2), it was not only Champollion whosce
discoveries Young tried to amnex tor himsclt. He
claimed that his results on the demotic text of the
Rosctta Stone were independent of Akerblad, and he
even tried to claim that it was his suggestion which
led Bankes to identify the Philac obelisk cartouche as
Cleopatra’s. Akerblad, as we have s

en, was little

better, claiming mdependence for results of his which
were the same as those previously published by Sacy.
In contrast, Champollion always freely acknow-
ledged the value of the work of his predecessors (c.g.
Lettre 2, mentioning Sacy, Akerblad, and Young
himsclt).

Champollion’s views on Coptic were very much of’
his time. (a) Monosyllabic namre. *Monosyllabic
languages’ torm a scparate group i Adclung’s
classification (Mithridates oder allgemeine Sprachkunde,
4 vols,, 1806-17). They include Tibetan, Siamesc,
and Chinese, and are thought by him to be cssen-
tially the carliest  languages, perhaps  descended
dircctly from Adam who may have gone to live in
Tibet after leaving Eden. The theory of the mono-
syllabic nature of Chinese was demolished i an
article by Rémusat of 1813, which would have
appeared too late tor Champollion to take mnto
account. The significance ot monosyllabicness i
proving the priority of a language is sharply ques-
tioned by Townsend (1815), citing English ‘blame’
from ‘blaspheme’, cte. (h) Philosophical  structure.
Champollion’s remarks on Coptic are i the same
key as Adelung’s on English: ‘Its simplicity depends
mn some measure on a philosophical accuracy which
15 carried systematically through the whole language,
so that the adjective, participles, and the article are
indeclinable, being in their nature destitute of gender,
() Chinese analogy. Cf.
Adclung under (¢} above, and Sacy’s  linguistic
theory summarized on page 6s. In his refusal to
conclude that China was an Egyptian  colony,
Champollion was more cautious than some. The
thesis had beenargued by de Guignes (Mesn.de I' Acad.
des Inser. xxix 1sqq.), approved, at least as far as a
common origin was concerned, by no less a person
than the Abbé Barthélemy (ibid. xxx) on the grounds
of the Chinese appearance of the boat and the boat-
man’s hat in the Pracneste Mosaic (11l 2), and was at
least halt=held by Young who in his contribution to
the Lncyclopaedia Britamnica Supplement quotes re-
ports that the Chinese physiognomy ot the ninth
century resembled that of the Arabs, and only later
became of its present type owing to intermixture with
the Mongols.

All three of these necessary prior assumptions were

case, and number.

common ground at this time, the tirst since Sacy's
suggestion 1811, the other two since Zodga (464:
435/0). Sce pages 57 and §8.



o The signs for ki and sch are not to be found in the
Lettre @ M. Dacier. Both of them happen to belong to
the small class of letters taken over by the Coptic
alphabet from the demotic. St Martin in his com-
munication to the Académic (read 20 December
1822) quotes the Coptic letter-forms in support of the
identification ot the hicroglyphic values, an argument
that he would scem likely to have got from Cham-
pollion. Champollion himsclt in the Précis (179)
quotes ‘other  Pharaonic names’ as  his collateral
cvidence for schand a private name Petkhem tor the
kh. If he was aware of this at the time it would mean
that he had already begun to apply his phonctic
alphabet on a wider front. But since he may have
suspected the value from his table of Demotic/
Hieratic/Hicroglyphic equivalences, the point must
remain uncertain.

Champollion’s reading of the hicroglyphs outside
the cartouche as ‘irina’ is wrong. In fact they mcan
‘Great King'. Champollion got the mcaning of the
last two signs (‘great’) correct later on (274; Tahl.
el 299, 443-4), but did not revise his previous
mterpretation in the light ot it — one of the compara-
tively few traces of the haste with which the book
must have been written.

10 Mr Dawson tells me that about nine-tenths of Chinese
characters are of the signitic + phonic varicty described
by Rémusat, and not just ‘a good halt”. Moreover, it
1s greatly exaggerating the case to talk of ‘many
thousands of compound characters” with symbolic
significance.

Rémusat’s description ot hing-ching (now roman-
ized as xing-sheng) is as follows (1822, p. 8): ‘The
characters called hing-ching, or “representing sound”™
arc half representational, halt syllabic. One part, the
imagge, determines the general meaning and fixes the
genus. The other, which is an arrangement of strokes
that has lost its representational significance, indicates
the sound and characterizes the species.” He gives as
examples:

2 FISH

together 2P
€ PLACE (pronounced fi)

I (‘carp’)

together RO

pé (eypress)

K TREE
€3 WHITE (pronounced pc)

Intellectual fashion of the time praised ‘facts” and
decried ‘system’. It was therefore incvitable that
Champollion should stress the part played by the
tormer in his discoveries (c.g. Précis 41), and talk of
theories as if their construction was a natural foible
against which one must struggle (251-2). But his
honesty in admitting this temptation, as well as the
whole tenor of his work, suggests that the desire to
make coherent sense of the problem as a whole
marched step by step in his mind alongside the desire
to solve individual difficulties independently on their
own merits.

12 The Dendera zodiac had been detached trom its
temple at Dendera, brought to Paris, and exhibited
to an enthusiastic public as a monument of the most
tremendous antiquity and importance. It was in fact
a worthless product of the astrology of Roman times,
as was made clear by Champollion’s identitication of
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the cartouches on the walls below it as those of Roman
cmperors.
In the text of Champollion’s Précis Letronne’'s trans-
lation of v Tor studTon Grargeinrs given as ‘by the
letters of the alphabet’, comparison being made to
phrases like prima clementa. Letromne then changed
his mind in favour of ‘the original letters of the
alphabet’ (as opposed to the compound letters like x).
According to these second (and rather less plausible)
thoughts, which were published by Champollion in
an appendix, there are two categories of Egyptian
writing, the ‘vulgar’ (called ‘demotic” or ‘public” by
Herodotus and Diodorus, ‘enchorial’ on the Rosctta
Stone, ‘epistolographic’ by Clement) and the ‘sacred’.
The ‘sacred’is turther subdivided by Clement into
(=priestly  writing) and  hieroglyphic.
Hieroglyphic may be cither ‘cyriologic’ (i.c. by the
letters of the alphabet) or ‘symbolic’, and this in its
turn may be either straighttorwardly representational
(also called *cyriologic’) or ‘tropical or ‘enigmatic’.
The main objection to this is the two contrary

hicratic

meanings attached to ‘cyriologic’ (cither “alphabetic’
or ‘representational’), depending on whether it is
describing  phonetic  or  ideographic  writing.
Chainpollion, however, thought it certain and nmpor-
tant enough to bring into the title of his book, the tull
torm of which is: Précis du systéme hiéroglyplique des
anciens &oyptiens, ou Recherches sur les ¢lémens premiers de
cette éeriture sacrée, sur leurs diverses combinaisons, et sur fes
rapports de ce systéme avee lec antres méthodes graphiques
daypticniies.

HAPTER 4 (pp. 85—110)

For instance Shiraz is given as the site of ancient
Persepolis in Ferrari's standard Epitomne Geographica
of 1605.

Herbert was a member of a diplomatic mission to
Persia which set out in a fleet of seven ‘great and well-
manned ships” in March 1626. His first account of the
Journcy was published in 1634. A somewhat enlarged
second edition was printed in 1638 with the same
plate of Persepolis. The third and tinal edition ot 1677
is virtually a different book, tar fuller in content and
rewritten to conform to the literary style of the new
age. It has a different plate of Perscpolis.

Hydec's reproduction of the inscription is taken from
the Royal Socicety’s Philosophical T'ransactions xvii no.
201 of June 1693, where it is said that they were
drawn by Samucl Flower, an English merchant at
Aleppo and Agent of the East India Company.
Apparently Flower took them in November 1667 on
a visit to Persepolis made in response to the Royal
Socicty’s published desiderata (sec page 88). Soon
afterwards, however, he died and most of his papers
were lost.

Hyde's views on this did not influence Leibnitz, who,
in aletter of 1707 (VI 204) used the existence of the
Persepolis script, so clearly independent of Hebrew
writing, as an argument against the divine origin of
the alphabet.

Kaempter frequently complains of his engraver
(morosus et infelicis ingenii sculptor), particularly for
bunching up the cuneiform characters and thus
making them hard to distinguish. The engraver
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presented a perennial problem for authors of the
time. Hyde makes a good pun about the one respon-
sible tor the plate of the Sq
caelaverit Sculpror eddem operd celasse dicatnr.

Chardin adds his tribute to that ot Figucroa's ‘per-
spicuac ct distinctac’ and Herbert’s ‘simmetry and
order’, saying of the script that it is ‘fort beau, il n’a
rien de confus, ni rien de barbare’. These reports

ssanid inscriptions — qui eas

=

cvidently impressed Leibnitz, who refers more than
once to the ‘singularis simplicitas’ of the Persepolis
script.

7 Sacy, with his customary clarity, lists the reasons for

supposing that the inscriptions arc in different scripts:

(i) each has a different total repertoire of characters;

(1) they ditfer in degrees of simplicity; (i) perpen-

dicular or horizontal strokes predominate in one

class, oblique in another; (iv) the most trequent

character of one class may be absent in another; (v)

one class allows perpendicular strokes to be cut by

horizontal ones, another not (1793, pp. 7-8).

Leibnitz’s letter is printed in his collected works (VI

il 193) and also in Chamberlayne’s Oratio Dorminica.

9 The language of the Achaemenid inscriptions and
the language of the Avesta are known together as Old
Iranian. The language of the Arsacid and ot the
Sassanian periods, and of the so-called Book-Pahlavi
in which are written the traditional and religious texts
of the Zoroastrians of Persia and India arc known
together as Middle Iranian. New [ranian embraces
the stages and dialects of the language from the time
ot the national poet Firdausi (c. Ap 1000) till today.
Sce Kent (1950).

10 Both Arsacid and Sassanian Pahlavi are written with
numerous Aramaic xenograms. The custom is similar
to and perhaps carried over trom the use of Akkado-
grams and Sumerograms in cuneiform and may have
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originated when Persian government oftices, staffed
by Aramaic-speaking officials, were converted trom
writing on clay to parchment in the time of Darius.
The Arsacid and Sassanian forms ot the writing
system are not the inventions of the particular
dynastics but the end-results of two different house-
styles that grew up in the chancelleries ot Achaemenid
Persia, one centred in Pars and the other in the north.
Sec Herzteld (1924), 72-3.

The account was in fact written by T. C. Tychsen, the
Professor of Theology at Gottingen, who later
became interested in oriental languages. Gesenius
and Ewald were his pupils.

Despite the clarity of the proof of the left-to-right
direction of the script, it was not always accepted.
There had even beena ‘decipherment” ot it (by Wahl)
which read it backwards! There has also been a more
serious attempted decipherment by O. G. Tychsen (a
Norwegian-born orientalist who became Professor
at Rostock) i 1798. Tychsen had argued, very
sensibly though as it turned out wrongly, from the
tact that the script went trom left to right and that it
contained word-dividers, that it must be subsequent
to Greek writing. He also thought that the palace
could not have been that of the Achacmenids which
was known to have been burned down by Alexander.
He therefore read in the mscriptions the name of
Arsaces, the founder of the Arsacid or Parthian
dynasty. Parthian power rested on its archers, and
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that, he thought, was why they had mvented an

alphabet composed of arrows! After Grotefend's

publication Tychsen withdrew his proposed solution.

Inassessing the merits of Grotetend's decipherment
one should not forget its superiority to these previous
attempts, though he may have owed a real debt to
F.C. Miinter, a Danish scholar, who i 1800 had
championed the case for Persepolis being of Achac-
menid date.

In principle, of course, Grotefend’s critical approach

to the texts off ered by Nicbuhr and Le Brun was per-

tectly justifiable, and indeed some of their mistakes

(or sphalnata as he calls them) are correctly pointed

out by him.

The mistakes in hisown plate (which wasdrawn by
T.C. Tychsen) include forum and retis for fortis and
regis in the Latin, and Daihcausch for Darhcausch in
the transliteration.

14 Lipsius’ views are expounded in his letter to Schott
(no. 44 of the centuria tertia ad Belgas). What osten-
sibly occasioned them was the extraordinary thesis of
Goropius Becanus that the sacred language of Egypt
was Dutch. Lipsius was not unaware of the inflectional
similaritics between German, Latin, and Persian, but
he does not attach any greater weight to them than to
similaritics ot vocabulary.

Salmasius, i his de

-

Hellenistica
published in 1643, came close to propounding the
theory of a common origin tor Greek, Persian,
German, and Slavonic. He amassed a quite impressive
Tist of common vocabulary words, and even observed

COPMCIarins,

some consistent sound changes. But he preferred to
account for the similarities by supposing that in carly
times the languages had been close neighbours with
much mutual borrowing, rather than that they had
originally been identical.

Leibnitz VI 121 and 299 ff. There is a good instance
of what [ have called the arithmetical approach to
language in an article by Thomas Young in Philoso-
phical Transactions of 1819, He thinks that there are six
words in Basque and Coptic which are apparently the
same, and calculates that it the identity is a real one
then the chances that ‘at some remote period an
Egyptian colony established itself in Spain” must be
reckoned as 1700 to 1 i tavour. In the light of our

[

modem organic view of language such a calculation

looks ridiculous: then it was stll legitimate hypo-

thesis.
1saThe change originated with  Wilham  Wotton, a
triend ot Isaac Newton and Richard Bentley. In 1715
Wotton put forward ‘as his own notion’ that ‘the
essential Difterence of one Language from another is
to be taken from their respective Granmnars, rather
than trom their Focabularies” His essay was published
m Latin in Chamberlayne’s Orario Dominica (the same
volume which contained Leibnitz’s suggestion that
decipherment could proceed trom proper names) and
m English translation in 1731, The idea that a shared
numeral system was likely to show tamily relationship
and not be duc to borrowing was first argued by
James Parsons in 1767. Sce Pope (1989).
Jones calls the proposition that the ancient Egyptians,
the Goths, Greeks, Romans, Persians, and Indians
‘originally spoke the same language and protessed the
same religious faith’ something that was ‘capable of’
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incontestable proot”. He thought that the language

had reached Europe from Egypt. The argument is

put forward in his ninth anniversary discourse.
17 Rask’s essay was completed i 1814, published in
1818, and translated imto German in 1822, Its ideas
were developed and systematized by Grimm, atter
whom Grimm’s Law is named. Bopp’s tirst publica-
tion on the verb system ot Sanskrit was in 1816.
Rask (1826), Burnout and Lassen (1826), Burnouf
(1833). Burnoutf; himsclfthesonof aProfessor of Latin,
became Professor of Sanskritat the Collége de France
in 1833, and was clected to the Académic on the
vacancy caused by Champollion's death.  Beer
published in the Hallische Allgemeine Zeitung and
Jacquet i the Journal Asiatique.

x

CHAPTER § (pp. 111-122)

1 The principle on which the Persian cuncitorm
signary was made up is ingeniously discussed by
Hallock (1970). He concludes that the inventor must
have worked on a
along it the simpler sign shapes to the sound values he
needed first. Since the signs for ku (made of two
wedges) and for ru (three wedges) are among the
simplest shapes, but also among the least frequent in
gencral occurrence, Hallock argues that the basic
text must have contained very carly on the name of
Cyrus. Whether thescript was devised i his reign or
n that ot Darius is still a disputed question. Hallock's
argument would support the former.

For the main tree (Akkadian, Babylonian, Assyrian)
sce von Soden and Rallig (1967). For the derivation
from it of Hurrian and Hittite sec Speiser (1941),
13-14 and Sturtevant and Hahn (1951), 2—3. For the
derivation of Elamite see Reiner (1969), 68-71.
Though this was the age ot Layard and the most

© text, giving as he worked
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active era of Mesopotamian excavation, bricks, seals,
and other objects nscribed i cuneiform had been
arriving i Europe since the eighteenth century. A
good description of the finding of *written bricks,
perhaps the most curious article of the Babylonian
antiques’, and the perplexity to which they gave rise
is to be found in Rich (1813).
4 The most recent discussions- ot the Proto-Elamite
tablets have been by W. C. Brice — sce Bibliography.
Before 1949 the carliest material evidence that we
had for the existence of our alphabet was the first five
Hebrew letters on a grathto from Lachish of the
cighth century se. It was also known that the Greek
alphabet must have beenborrowed at about this time.
But there had been put forward various theoretical
arguments based on South Arabian letter forms, and
in particular the retention in the Ethiopian alphabet
of the letter-name ‘harm’, which suggested that the
stems of the Phoenician and South Arabic/Ethiopic
alphabets must have diverged in the fourteenth or
thirteenth century nc. There is also a growing corpus

“

of proto-Canaanite and proto-Sinaitic inscriptions
of the second millennium. The Ugaritic abecedaria
thus fit comtortably into the pattern of our present
knowledge about the antiquity of the alphabet. Forty
years ago they would not have fitted 1t at all.

Sce under F.M. Cross, W.F. Albright, and E. A.
Speiser (1951) in the Bibliography.

Notes on the Text

6 Windfuhr’s own view of the course of events is (1)
the knowledge in Ugarice of the linear alphabet; (2)
the creation ot the cunciform alphabet; (3) the intro-
duction, still in Ugarit, ot our own alphabetic order.
His reason is that it the ABC order had already
existed the allocation ot sign shapes to sound values
would have taken cognizance ot'it. This scems highly
dubious. The same argument would place the inven-
tion of the typewriter betore that of the ABC because
its keyboard runs ‘qwertyuiop’.

CHAPTER 6 (pp. 123-135)

1 The legend on the first coin reads e-i-wa te-o-se pa-si
Edga(v)ieos Buoi[Aijpoc] ‘of King Euanthes’; on the
sccond  con  e-n-twa-ko-ro  pa-si-le-wo-se
paaidijos ‘ot King Euagoras’. Under the goat on the
reverse are the first two letters of the Greek form of

[ Beyduen

the king’s name.

Both coinsare from Salamis. The date of Euanthes
was ¢. 450 BC, of Euagoras 411-374 BC.

See Masson nos. 3244, 325h.
Smith’s restoration of the form ot the word for ‘*king’
onits second appearance in the textis wrong,. It should
be pasidedzo(v)ros, the genitive present participle.
However, what he restored was a correct nominative
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case, which he knew of from elsewhere. So as far as
deciphering the word went he was not seriously
misled.

Answers (in Attic Greek):2) a(t)dhs, dfllom:tog, 1og
(==6) #fjzos, 1OV *ifA0Y, AP, T AGAiowe,

It took time tor the success of Schmidt and ot Deecke
and Siegismund to pencetrate into England. As late as
1876/7 Fox Talbot, then in the last year of his life,
telt it necessary to read a paper introducing their
work to the Society of Biblical Archacology.

w
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CHAPTER 7 (pp. 136—145)

1 Burton said of the drawings he published that ‘the
tancy of the copyist had been allowed to run wild'.
Though he corrected them himself he realized that
better copies were possible, and advised the Palestine
Exploration Socicty to procure them; also that the
stones should be taken to Constantinople. This was
done, to the anger and dismay of the local inhabitants,
at the end of November 1872, and plaster casts taken
of the stones by the Rev. W. Wright, a missionary at
Damascus, who travelled to Hama for the purpose
with the Turkish Governor of Syria. The story is told
n the Society’s Quarterly Statement of 1873.
Recently a rather more sophisticated use of such a
distribution curve has been made by Dr Mackay, of
Birkbeck College, to predict the total number of
syllabic or alphabetic signs in a script for which we
have only incomplete evidence. See SMIL (1965).

In so far as he had a positive expectation in the matter,
Sayce expected that the language of the inscriptions
would tum out to be a relation of Urartian, which he
thought was an ancestor of modem Georgian. See
Sayce (1880a).

v

(5%}

4 In 1931 Gelb was prepared to read the cuneiform

n tar-qu-ti-tinn-me Sar ot @lime-ra and the Luvian
Hieroglyphic tarku-tu+me KING LAND e-rne+ri. The
most recent interpretation, and one that is likely to be
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right as it carries on from the work of others (partic-
ularly Giiterbock) and can be supported from newly
discovered material 1s by Hawkins and Morpurgo-
Davies 1998. In the cuneitorm the name of the king
(of the land of Mira/i) is written "rar-kas-§a-na-wa,
and in the hieroglyphic TARKASNA — wa/i. The name
itselt’is no longer to be derived grandly from a storm-
god but earthily from a mule or donkey!

The tirst of the three signs interpreted in the caption
to 1ll. 9o gives the classiication con, the second gives
the specific meaning STORMGOD or Tarlums, and the
third 1s a phonetic indicator confirming this by giving
the final sound of the name to be read. The writing
can be made fuller and clearer by the inclusion of
more of the final sounds of the name, e.g. prITY
STORMGOD, —liufnus.

The failure to distinguish the two ideograms for KING
and TOWN was originated by Sayce, and caused much
contusion. For instance, Jensen in 1894 tried to
interpret the Carchemish group as meaning King ot
Carchemish, as did Cowley in 1917, even though
Sayce had clearly stated the distinction with apologies
for his previous error in 1903. The contusion was only
tmally dispelled by Meriggi (1929), 199.

1 use Laroche’s numeration tor the signs.

Homer Iliad 24, 602 ff. Herodotus 11 106—7. This rapid
forgetfulness is paralleled by the way Ctesias, who
lived in Persia in the fifth century 8¢, had no know-
ledge at all of what the great Behistun inscription
meant, and did not cven know that it had been put
there by Darius a bare hundred years betore.

CHAPTER 8 (pp. 146—158)

T
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The letter was sent on 25 April and published on 23
June 1894. It argued that the script was independent
of both Egyptian and Hittite Hieroglyphic, and that
it could be divided nto three stages, picture, hicro-
glyph, and linear, the last of which was ‘certamly a
syllabary’. Two of these points had been made and
the other implied even earlier, in an announcement
made by Evans to the Hellenic Socicty on 27 Novem-
ber 1893 before he had even been to Crete (see JHS
xiv, pp. xi and 2606).
Theoretically  Evans’  distinction  between  ‘picto-
graph” and ‘hicroglyph’ should have depended on
recurrence, the ‘pictograph’ being drawn ditferently
to suit each context, the ‘hicroglyph’ never changing
its form. In practice it did not. For instance, the man
i ill. 84b is unique, but is nevertheless histed as a
‘hieroglpyh’.

On the subjectiveness of Evans’ dating of the early
seals sec Warren (1970), p. 30.
Evans’ extraordinary description of the appearance
of the letter forms as ‘European’ was not a momentary
oversight. He repeated it nine years later in Seripta
Minoa I (p. 39). His reason tor calling cunciform more
primitive may puzzle the reader, since it is much less
picture-like in appearance than the Aegean script.
To judge from the later passage in S.M. [, Evans’
reason was that he thought cuneiform ‘cumbrous
and obscure’.

I supposc that nowadays anybody who wrote in
the way Evans did at this time about Mycenaean
writing, or talked of ‘the great Thraco-Phrygian
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race’, or expressed incredulity at evidence which
seemed to suggest that there was an aspect of Red
Indian culture which was superior to that of Bronze
Age Europe, would be labelled a racist. It 1s therefore
mmportant to pomt out that n the late ninetcenth
century the word race did not cevoke mmages of
political oppression. Had it donc so, Evans would
have beenthe last to uscit. Ies aura was a very different
one, that ot'scientific and sociological up-to-dateness.
Disraeli was being modcrn. not reactionary, when he
said that race was all, and Sayce was a brilliant young
cleric when he informed the Society of Biblical
Archaeology in its first year of existence that ‘the
Aryan tounded inductive science’ and ‘cwilization
and culture were on the side of the Turanians (viz.
Sumerians)’, while the great thing taught to us by the
decipherment of cunciform was the enduring charac-
ter of the Semite ‘by naturc highly receptive and well-
fitted to be the future trader of the world'.

Sayce retained his view of the all-importance of
race throughout his life, and in his Reminiscences
(1923) tried to explain his own character and career
by his racial constitution. On the other hand 1t 1s my
impression (no more) that Evans madcevery much less
usc of the concept of race in his later years when he
was writing the Palace of Minos.

For the axe, sce Evans (1935), p. 733 for the throne
and sceptre sign in proper names, ihid., p. 700.

The latter is a very clear instance ot the contusion
in Evans’ mind. As an analogy tor ‘the inclusion of
the symbol of dominion in personal names’ he cites
Melchizedeck, Vercingcetorix, Vladimir, and others.
But though the word implying royalty or power is
present in these names and can be heard when they
are spoken, it cannot be seen when they are written:
there 1s no visible sceptre or crown among the
Hebrew, Roman, or Slavonic letters of which they
are composced.

There is an equal confusion in a remark that Evans
makes on p. 682. After estimating the number of
phonograms in ordinary use in Lincar A and B as 85
and 62 respectively, he comments that the latter
shows ‘a certain advance towards the alphabetic
standard of 24 letters”. Now, it may be legitimate to
call an alphabet more advanced than a syllabary. But
it would be obvious nonsense to call a smaller alpha-
bet of 22 letters morc advanced than alarger one of 28.
But Evans’ remark about his two syllabaries s pre-
cisely like this.

The only way 1t makes sense 1s on the assumption
ofa gradual and continuous evolution, asif the transi-
tion trom syllabary to alphabet were accomplished
by the casting-ott” ot a character every ten or twenty
years. It this is what was at the back of Evans’ mind
it would also help to explain the point of the com-
parisons he made between Cretan signs and Grecek or
Phoenician letter-forms.

But, of course, Evans did not expect and might well
have found it difficult to welcome a Greek solution.
He did himself see that a sign-group accompanying
a horse-ideogram could be transliterated according
to the Cypriot likenesses of its signs po-lo, which was
very like the Greek pélos, “foal’. But he dismissed i,
suggesting a Carian disyllabic word for horse, ala
(1935, p- 799 n. 3). His beliet that the language could



not be Greek was doubly entrenched. It was the
general opinion of the time that the Greeks only
arrived in the area with the fall of the Mycenacan
palaces. In the second place Evans was led by his
theory of writing to suppose that Lincar I3 was essen-
tially just a reformed version of Lincar A and likely
to have been used for writing the same, Minoan,
language.

CHAPTER 9 (pp. 159—180)

1 By this ume the Pylos tablets had been discovered,
but their publication had been delayed by the war.
With a characteristic caution Kober classitied them
as ‘Mainland  Script’ as distinet from ‘Knossos
Lincar BB’

For anybody who may wishto check my tigures I had
better explain that i assessing correctness ot placing
I have ignored the consonant and vowel values
tentatively suggested by Ventris at the time but have
value later allotted to the
majority of its members, thus:

Work-Note t :
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given to cach series the

vowels, o, i, ¢, a
consonants, 1, w, w, s, nil, r, k, ==Y
Work-Note 15: vowels: 1, o, ¢, -, a
consonants, uil, -, w, p, d, t, 5, 1y,
my kyor,ronil, g
Work-Notc 17: vowels, i, 0, ¢, a, -
consonants, #il, ~, w, Py, d, fos, M,
ko nily g

w

The argument (Work-Note 14, pp. 135 1) is ingen-
ious and detailed. BricHy summarized it runs as
follows. Nouns must end cither in a vowel or in a
consonant. Affixes must be of the form VC(V), C,
or CV. This gives six possible combinations. On
Cypriot spelling rules their treatment would be as
tollows (the words arc imaginary):

word  as written with or without suffix

none -ar ar -ra

kup ku-pe  ku-ra-re ku-pe-re - ku-va-ra

or or

ki-pu-re  ku-ru-ra

tesi fe-5i te-si-)A-re  de-si-re te-si-ra

It can be readily seen that the use of affixes ought to
lead to a frequent change of sign (shown in small
capitals). The apparent fact that.it does not can only
be explained cither by assuming that nearly all words
in the Lincar B language ended in vowels or that the
spelling rules were not the same as in the Cypriot
syllabary.

The tripod tablet was unearthed in the 1952 scason’s
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excavation, cleaned that winter, and tirst seen by
Blegen in the spring of 1953. His letter to Ventris of
16 May appears in Chadwick (1958, p. 81).

An attempt to explain the existence of the Cypriot
syllabary was made by Ernst Grumach, one of the
main champions of the case for rejection, just before
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his death. According to him it was an artiticial crea-
tion of around 700 B¢ motivated by a sort of national-

Notes on the Text

ist revival and made by allotting syllabic values of the
Hittite Hicroglyphic type to indigenous Bronze Age
characters whose shapes had somchow been pre-
served or remembered (Grumach 1970, pp. 332-3).
But there is no evidence whatever for this having
happened, and no parallel for such a revival of a dis-
used seript can be cited from either the ancient or the
modern world.

The apriorism behind the case for rejection can be
clearly seen in a remark of Grumach's on the next
page of the same article. “There are in Lincar B about
150 signs which arc manifestly employed as ideo-
graphic object-signs: and there even scems to be an
increase in the number of such signs after the transi-
tion from Lincar A to Lincar B. This is just the oppo-
site of what is to be expected in the genesis of syllabic
writing, which allows objects and notions to be
described without the help of idecographic signs, and
therefore normally leads to a decrease in size of the
ideographic element, and to its eventual disappear-
ance.”

But why should this be expectedin a syllabic seript?
It does not happen in an alphabetic script. We employ
a signary three or four times that employed by a
Greek of classical times — and nearly all the growth
has been in the ‘ideographic clement’. It is easier to
write £5=88 than ‘five pounds arc the same as eight
dollars”. The rule, if there is one, is that newly bor-
rowed scripts are lean, but if they enjoy an unbroken
tradition for any length of time there is a tendency tor
them to grow fat. Broadly speaking, this would seem
te hold for the cunciform scripts and for Egyptian
hieroglyphic as well as tor our own alphabet.

6 Sce Kitchen in BASOR 181, 231, and T. GG H. James
in the Minutes of the London Mycenacan Seminar of
18 November 1970.

PosTSCRIPT (pp. 192—194)

1 A detailed history of this period of Carian studies is
given by Adiego (1993, pp. 101—125).

2 The Greek text can be reconstructed partly from our
knowledge ot similar decrees, and partly by interence
trom what survives ot the Carian. Thus the ik at the

end ot line 2 and the Isikrat asin line s of the Carian
text allow onc to restore the names NukekAew and
Avawkpatovs. The decrec is published and discussed
by Frei and Marck, 1997.

3 Kowalsky (1975, pp. 86—89) considers the problem, as
docs Boisson (1994, pp. 223—-229), and in greater
detail than either, Adiego (1993, pp. 292—300), but, as
Adiego himselt admits, no comprehensive explana-
tion has yet been put forward

POSTSCRIPT (pp. 195—203)

1 Anglerius (1516 Decad 3, lib. 10). Peter Martyr
Anghiera was a learned Italian from Milan who had
become a trusted member of the Spanish court. His
story of the discovery of the New World was pub-
lished as a whole in 1536, but parts had appeared
earlier under pressure from the great Spanish scholar,
Antonio Ncbrissensis. Antonio had a special interest
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m writing — it was he who first showed how Latin
must
Romans — and it cannot be ruled out that he may have
imfuenced Anghiera’s ideas on the subject.

Acosta (158, lib. I cap. 4) Nam cum apnd Indos nullae
literac in wsw sint, nulla certa momunenta maionnn. Acosta
also refused to allow “letters’ to the Chinese, only
‘characters’, 85,000-120,000 of them. However the
Japanese, he telt, “have some kinde of leteers’,
cmployed tor writing names (1590, VI, iv). Evidently
theretore what he means by ‘letters’ is phoneticism, a
word not yet invented — see p. §8.

Bacon’s dialogue *‘An advertisement touching a holy
war’ was written in 1622 and published in 1692, The
Royal Society's list is in Philosophical Transactions 1667.

For the likelihood that the Dresden Codex was one of
the books that had been seen by Anghiera and othow
it may have come to Dresden, see Coe 199271994,
p. 79.

Rafinesque engaged in too many ticlds of science and
scholarship for the good of his own reputation as an
honne séricux. See Coe 199271994, pp. 81/89ff. and
Stuart 1989.

Landa was tfirst and toremost a priest, not an cthnog-
rapher. and did not hesitate to destroy evidence where

have  been  pronounced by the  ancient
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h ¢ thought destruction would serve a more important
good. “We tound a great number of books of their
lettters” he wrote about an incident that took place in
1562, ‘But since they contained nothing in which
there was not superstition and falsitics of the devil, we
burned them all = which they felt to an extreme
extent and which caused them great pain!

David Kelley (1975, p. 167) plays with this idea,
pointing out (like me — see pages 183 and 213 n. 5 —
but quite independently) that in Egyptian too it was
the idcographic clement that grew as the civilization
got older.

A full discussion ot the relationships between the

Maya script and its neighbours 1s given by Marcus
(1992)
It scems to be a universal human toible to suppose
that written languages are a thing apart. Even as late as
the 15th century i ltaly ‘knowing grammar’ meant
knowing Latin. ltalian was not supposed to have any.
In South Africa it was once assumed that you could
not write Afrikaans, only speak it. And i the st
century Ab an educated man who was familiar with
Greck and Latin, both manitestly phonetic scripts,
could say of Egyptian that it was unwritable (see note
10 page 207).



Glossary of Technical Terms

I hope I have avoided using pretentious technical
terms. But it is better for language to be consistent
than for it to be arbitrary. Thus [ have had to use some
specialist words, and some customary words in an un-
customarily technical sense. This list is intended as a
guide to my own usage in this book: it is not a com-
prehensive glossary of the specialized words that can
be used in the study of writing, such as is given for
instance by Gelb (1952, pp. 248-53).

acrophonic means ‘how the beginning sounds’. The
acrophonic principle is not infrequently invoked to
explain the origin of a phonetic writing system by
supposing that the picture of an object was read
as the nitial sound of its name. Applied to English
the principle would explain the letter 2’ as
originating in its stalked form aq, the picturc of an
apple; s” as the picture of a snake, and so on. What
saves us tfrom this is the knowledge that the
English alphabet was inherited from Latin. The
main justification that used to be put forward for
the acrophonic principle was the names of the
Hebrew  letters  (aleph=ox, beth—house, ctc.).
Butitis likely that these are subsequently bestowed
nicknames - sce Gelb (1952, pp. 140-1).

allogram sce xenograni.

alphaber the set of phonetic signs in an alphabetic
script. Gelb would limit the use of the word
alphabetic to the Grecek script and scripts derived
from it, their characteristic being that they make
no formal distinction between the signs for
vowcels and the signs for consonants. In the
Semitic scripts on the other hand the primary
signs denote consonants. Vowels were originally
not specified at all: later this was done by a system
of diacritic marks or pointings. Gelb would call
this system a consonantal syllabary, which is
logical. But it is clumsy, and there is also some-
thing unnatural in denying the alphabet to those
who uscd the letters aleph and beth!
Where it is necessary to distinguish the two
types, the Semitic alphabet may, pace Gelb, be
called consonantal.

bilingual is used of inscriptions or other texts where
the same content is expressed in two languages.

They may or may not be also hiscript.

biscript describes texts in two different writing sys-
tems, such as once finds today on the more tourist-
tfrequented roads in Greeee and the Arab coun-
trics. Biscripts may of course be, indeed usually are,
also hilingual, as at Palmyra.

1 owe the word to Professor Bennett of the
University of Wisconsin, who coined it and tri-
script at my request. In the past there have been
other candidates proposed, triliteral (Rawlinson),
trigrammatical (Cull T'SBA vi 550), digraphic
(Picrides T'SBA iv, 38), and [ think [ have seen
biscriptural, but nonc of them has survived its
Sponsor.

boustrophedon mcans ‘the way an ox turns’ and is used
of writing where alternate lines proceed in oppo-
site directions, like an ox ploughing.

character is an older term for sign.

consonantal scripts arc those in which the phoneticsigns
represent consonants only, as in the Semitic
scripts. Gelb, however, prefers to think of these
scripts as being syllabaries in which cach sign
stands for a consonant plus an undefined vowel.

consonantal syllabary 1s an intelligible name for the
phonetic signs of such a script. The difference be-
tween consonantal-syllabic signs and purely con-
sonantal ones is of limited functional importance,
but historically it makes the evolution of writing
simpler to explain.

cursive a ‘running’ form of a script developed for
greater ease or speed of writing. Even though the
outward forms of the signs in cursive may be
quite different from their equivalents in monu-
mental writing (as with Pompeian graffiti or
modem miniscule compared to capital letter
forms—e.g. a, A; g, ), they may be said to belong
to the same script it the systems as a whole are
identical and there is a one-to-one correspondence
between the signs of cach form.

decipherment means the explanation (by translitera-
tion or otherwise) of the individual signs of a
script. It does not mean understanding the sense
of particular texts written in it. For instance, the
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Etruscan script is deciphered cven though the
language is unknown and the texts have not been
interpreted.

determinative a sign which is written to help define the
meaning, but which is not intended to be read out
loud, for instance in Egyptian or Akkadian the
conventional sign for cop which accompanices the
spelling of a divine name. There is no cquivalent
in our own script except perhaps the capitaliza-
tion of the initial letters of proper namcs.

Gelb would prefer the expression “semantic
indicator’ (to balance ‘phonetic indicator’), but
determinative 1s an entrenched as well as a neater
term.

diacritic marks arc attached in some scripts, which
originally possessed simple consonantal syllabaries,
to the consonantal signs to show what vowel is to
be read with it. They differ from vowel pointing
in being attached to the signs instead of standing
independently.

grammatology a word ot Gelb’s to denote the science of
writing.

erid a way of conveniently displaying a syllabary so
that the signs that share the same vowel value are
ranged below each other and the signs that share
the same consonant value are ranged beside cach
other.

heterogram see xewnogram.

hieroglyphic is an evocative word and has cvoked
many talse ideas. Its proper application is to the
monumental script of ancient Egypt. To the
Greeks who coined it, the word meant ‘sacred
carving’: to later antiquity and the Renaissance it
implicd anything from mystery to mctaphor.
Egyptian hicroglyphic can now be scen to have

been a writing system like any other, with a
signary composed of phonetic, logographic, and
determinative signs, and differing only in its
degrece of claboration and its acsthetic appeal. But
the beliet that the hicroglyphs were all originally
pictures, together with the aura ot mystery which
the script collected about it during its long lite and
which- it has not altogether shed even now, led to
the romantic application of the term to describe
other seripts possessing the triple qualification ot
appearing mysterious, carly, and pictorial. In
some cases, notably Hittite Hicroglyphic, the
name has stuck.

homophone a sign which has the same phonctic value
as another, tor instance the English ¢ which 1s
homophonous with k. Whether or not a sign is a
homophonc ot another depends, of course, not on
their shapes or essential natures but on the lan-
guage of the seript tor which they are being used.
2, despite Kent's remark in King Lear, is not an
‘unnccessary letter’ in English, though it was in
Latin where it was at one time homophonous
with 5. The opposite of homophone is polyphone.
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ideogram ought to mean pictogram but is generally used

to mean logograrm. This is confusing, and the word
obviously should be avoided. However, praeceptis
suntminor ipse meis, and T have hopelessly tailed to
avoid it. The reason, in part at least, is that this has
been a historical book, and I have been reluctant
to make a nincteenth-century rescarcher describe
ascript as logographic when in real life he would
never have used the word or thought very much
about the distinctions implicit in it What he
would have said was idcographic, and what he
would have meant was non-phonctic.

letter is cven more contusing when used in technical

discussion. For once thing, it is generally used tor
the sign of an alphabet but not for the sign of a
syllabary. For another, a phrase like ‘the English
letter a’ has no single meaning: it may be taken
graphically or phonctically — and in either case
may mean a varicty of things (viz. the shapes A,
a, a, or the sounds in man, game, palm).

ligature two or more signs joined as one. ff, fi, ffiin the

lower-case type of this book provide examples of
phonographic ligature, the signs for per cent (%)
and for fractional quantitics (4, 4, 3) are logo-
graphic hgatures, and the sign &, though nowa-
days treated as a simple logogram, was once a
xenographic ligature (the Latin er read as “and’).

linear was meaningtully used by Champollion in the

phrase ‘lincar hicroglyphic’ to describe a form of
cursive in- which the hicroglyphs werce sketched
by outline only. But the word p:
ability when it was seduced by Evans to cohabit
with the term seript in the phrase linear script. Here
it is supposced to mcean non-pictorial, but the
application of the term is highly subjective, and
in so far as it claims to tell us something about the
inner structure ot a seript trom the outward

sed trom respect-

appearance of its signs it is an impostor. Unfor-
tunately, the labels Lincar A and Lincar BB have
become too hirmly attached to two scripts of the
Acgean tamily to be casily discarded. Elsewhere,
though, there is never any need to use the term,
and it should not be used.

logogram a sign tor a complete word, differing trom a

determinative in that it furnishes additional infor-
mation instead of ¢

tying information alrcady
given. Chinese characters are logograms, and
Chinese can be called a logographic seript. But
most, perhaps all, other scripts contain a class of
logograms. English examples include £, 8, —. |

as well as all the numeral signs. Abbreviations,
though composed of phonograms, arc logographic
in function. At the other end of the spectrum are
symbols like the telephone and the crossed knite
and tork in a hotel directory. These are too
purposc-made to form a part of the general cur-
rency of the script, and should not be called
logograms. They can be reterred to by those who
like long words as semasiograms, by others
spectal signs. See also ideogram.




wetrical signs, denoting the unit of measurement, like
£.8.°.7, 7 torm a sub-class of logographic signs.

monumental describes the more prestigious or public
form of a senptas distnet from ats cursive form.

rmeral signs form a sub-class of logographic signs.

photieme is not a word for a written sign but for a unit
of speech which is recognized as significant in a
particular language. For instance Chinese speak-
ers hear and use aspirated and unaspirated p as
separate sounds, English spcakers do not. The
sounds therefore form two phoncemes in Chinese,
only onc in English. An individual language
generally has about forty phonemes, and an ideal
writing system would scc to it that each one was

represented by a distinet and unique sign.

phonetic indicator is Gelb’s phrase to denote a phonetic
sign placed after a logogram which has two ways
of being rcad in order to show which one is meant.
An English example would be the letters nd
placed after the numecral sign ‘2’ to compel the
reading ‘sccond’.

phonetic, or phonographic, signs are those that express
the sounds ot spcech as opposed to logographic
or ideographic signs and determinatives.

phonogram a phonetic sign

pictographic has been used as the opposite of linear. It
is an unnccessary term. If we know the function
of a sign we can call it logographic or phonctic as
the case may be. If we do not, it cannot be helpful
and may be misleading to call it pictographic or
linear.

polyphone is a phonctic sign that may stand for two or
more different sounds, like the English ¢ (— 4, an
unvoiced guttural, or s, an unvoiced sibilant). The
opposite ot homophone.

rebus
picture of somcthing easy to draw represents
something which is ditficult to draw but the name
for which sounds the same. The Sumecrian
example most often quoted is an arrow (f) to
stand for life (also ). An English example of a
rebus message would be the picture ot a bee fol-

sign is a sort of punning logogram in which the

lowed by the picture of a well sent to an invalid
to wish him a quick recovery (‘be well?’).

script a writing system in its totality, that is to say a
signary and the conventions which govern its use.
Strictly speaking no two languages can have the
same script, since the phonetic values of the signs
are bound to difter, and even the signaries may
not be exactly the same. But of course scripts of
the same tamily may have a very large degrece of
overlap.

Scripts may contain (and most do) several
different classes of sign — punctuation, determina-
tive, logographic, and phonetic. The last of these
15 the one that comes first to mind, and for pur-

Glossary of Technical Terms

poses of temporary convenience it is legitimare
to refer to a script as alphabetic, consonantal, or
syllabic in order to indicate the nature of its
phonetic signs, just as it is legitimate to refer to a
man as Arabic-spcaking, provided one remembers
that therc is more to the whole script and more to
the wholc man.

semasiogram a possible term for a special sign not suth-
ciently standard in use to rate as a logogram.

sign the unit of a seript.
signary the set of signs of all classes in a script, or the set

of signs in onc of these classes, as in phonctic
signary.

syllabary the set of phonetic
representation of speech is carried out by means
of separate signs tor each syllable. The unit of a
syllabary is sometimes called by the ugly and
rather unnccessary word syllabogram. Syllabo-
grams may be of the type V, CV, VC, CVC, or
even CVCV (C standing for consonant, V for
vowel). Where a syllabary is restricted to the first
two types it is called an open syllabary.

igns in a script where the

syllabogram see syllabary.

transcription re-writing a text from another script
according to the conventions of one’s own, so as
to represent in an approximate manner the pro-
nunciation of the original.

fransliteration re-writing a text from another script by
means of the signary of onc’s own (if necessary
artificially augmented) in such a way that there is
a one-to-one correspondence between the signs
or sign-groups used. It is possible to reconstruct
the original spelling trom a transliteration, but
not from a transcription.

trilingual, or triscript, as for bilingual and biscript, but
with three languages or scripts instead of two.

vowel-pointing see diacritic marks.

writing is well defined by Gelb as “a system of inter-
communication by means of conventional visible
marks’.

xenogram a word written in another language but to
be rcad as if it were one’s own. For instance in
English we write Ib, which stands for the Latin
word libra, but read it as the English word ‘pound’.
Aramaic words, to be read as Persian, are frequent
on Parthian and Sassanian inscriptions, and
Sumerian words on A kkadian tablets.

The term originally employed for this device,
allogram, was alrcady in usc for other purposes
and has since been dropped. The current term is
heterogram, but this 1s a miscrable substitute,
clumsy, obscure to most people, and etymologic-
ally inaccurate. xenogram, an intinitely preferable
word in all respects, was suggested to me by Pro-
tessor Crossland of the University of Sheffield.
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Preliminary Notes

These remarks are presented simply as a first guide to
readers who wish to pursue for themselves the sub-
jects treated in the various chapters. The books and
articles are summarily referred to by author and year;
tuller citation will be found under the name ot the
author in the Bibliography below.

Chapter One: An admirably documented account
of the activities of Renaissance scholars in general is
to be found in Weiss (1969). More specitically con-
cerned with the rediscovery of Egyptare two articles
by Dannenteld (1953, 1954).

Ditterent aspects ot Graeco-Roman attitudes to
Egypt are dealt with by Witt (1971), Grithths (1970),
and in Sbordone’s (Italian) edition of Horapollo
(1940). There is a French translation of Horapollo by
van de Walle and Vergote (1943), and an English one
by Boas (1950).

On the cult ot hieroglyphic wisdom and the reac-
tion to it see Iversen (1961 and 1968) and David
(1965, m French). Kircher is treated by Godwin
(1979) and Janssen (1943) attempts to say what good
things can be said about his Egyptology.

Festugiére is the most recent scholar to have made
a speciality of the Hermetic writings: they are avail-
able 1n English translation (though with much need-
less re-arrangement of the text) by Scott (1924), who
i his meroduction  discusses the Siena pavement
mosaic as does Cust (1901).

There are Coptic grammars ot the Saidic dialect
by Steindorti” (19.51), Till (1961) and Lambdin (1983);
and of the Bohairic dialect by Mallon (1956); a
Coptic Dictionary by Crum (1939); lives of Peiresc
by Gassendi (1641) and Cahen-Salvador (1951). The
bearing ot Coptic on the decipherment ot the hiero-
glyphs is discussed (in German) by Cramer (1953).

Chapter Two: Evaluations of Warburton and his
imfuence will be tound in Iversen (1961) and David
(1965). The liveliest exponent ot his theories s,
needless to say, Warburton himself.

There is no English book on Zoéga, nor have his
books, which are in Latin, been translated. His
memory, however, is stll alive in Denmark, and
entries on him will be found in the standard interna-
tional biographies.

Chapter Three: It would be worth having a full-
scale study of Sacy’s life and influence. None exists,
though Dehérain (1938) provides a sketch for one.
There are several biographies of Thomas Young, the
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most recent being by Wood (1954) and Kline (1993):
his Egyptian rescarches are most knowledgeably eval-
uated by Renouf (1897) and Sottas (1922).

Fourier’s public career is the subject ot a book by
Champollion’s elder brother (Champollion-Figeac
1844). The standard book on Champollion is that of
Miss Hartleben (1906, reprinted 1983). The most
detailed account of his decipherment 1s in Sottas
(1922). Its most vigorous detender was Sir Peter le
Page Renout, and the trouncings meted out by him
to its opponents on various occasions can be tound in
his collected works (1902). The ancient Egyprian lan-
guage, as now known, is described by Lopricno
(1995).

Chapter Four: Booth (1902) gives the fullest
account in English of the discovery and minal deci-
pherments ot cuneitorm. The basic publication of
the site of Persepolis is by Schmide (1953): a splen-
didly illustrated introduction to the glories of the
Achaemenid empire is given by Ghirshman (1964).

Ghirshman  (1962), Frye (1962), and Colledge
(1967) give the general historical background ot the
period of the Palmyrene and Sassanid inscriptions.
Aramaic writing is discussed by Driver (1948, 1956).
The standard modern  grammar in English  on
Archacmenid Persian is by Kent (1950).

Henry Rawlinson’s remarkable life is well told by
his brother George Rawlinson (1898) and  Edward
Hincks s given his due credit by Catheart (1994).

Chapter Five: Of the many books which may be
recommended as giving a general historical perspec-
tive on the cunciform-using world the ones most
likely to interest the reader of this book are perhaps
those of Oppenheim (1964) and Dalley (1998). The
importance of the Ugaritic discoveries is well sum-
marized in a general article by Ullendorff (1964).
References to the more specialized modern literature
dealing with this and other cuneitorm scripts have
been given in the chapter notes and need not be
repeated here.

For a modern treatment of Sumerian from a lin-
guistic point of view seec Thomsen (1984).

Chapter Six: On all matters relating to the Cypriot
syllabary Masson’s book (1961 rev. ed 1983) 1s exhaus-
tive, but on the general archacology and history of’
the island no book can be — so diverse has been its
past and so rich are the monuments which testify to
it. Spiteris (1971) gives a finely illustrated survey and
Karageorghis (1964) describes a single site tor the
general reader.



Chapter Seven: Gurney (1952 rev. cd. 1990) gives
the best and most readily available account of the
Hittites in English, but he does not go into detail on
the script or its decipherment. For this see the intro-
duction to Hawkins (1999).

Chapter Eight: Sir Arthur Evans’ work has not yet
been made the subject of a dispassionate critical sur-
vey. There exists, however, an excellent picture of his
lite, given by his half=sister Joan Evans (1943) and
there are memories ot him from Harden (1983).

Chapter Nine: The tirst fruits of the decipherment
of Linear B were assembled by Palmer (1963).
Shelmerdine and Palaima (1984) show how the palace
accounts can illuminate everyday Mycenaean life.
The best general book on the course of the decipher-
ment is by Chadwick (1958), now in a second edition
with a substantial postscript. Meredith er al. (1984)
give a very human account of Michael Ventris’s life.
For intormation on other Aegean scripts see Pope
(1978) and Chadwick (1987).

Conclusion: The history of writing was a favourite
subject in the eighteenth century when there was
very little evidence available for it. It then fell into
distavour, until stimulated no doubt by the discovery
that our alphabet already existed in the second mil-
lennium B (see pages 121—122), there was a revival of
interest — witness Driver (1948), Gelb (1952), Jensen
(1958), and Diringer (1962, 1968). Modern tech-
niques of reproduction have now made possible even
more comprehensive treatments of the subject, for
example DeFrancis (1989), Daniels and Bright (1996)
and, with particularly  magnificent  illustrations,
Robinson (1995).

Abbreviations

Standard works and periodicals referred to on more
than one occasion have been abbreviated as tollows:

ABSA - Ammal of the British School ar Athens. London.,
AJA American_Journal of Archacology. Princeton.
BASOR Bulletin of the American Schools for Oriental
Research, .lerusnl;‘m and Baghdad. -

BRL Bulletin of the_John Rylands Library. Manchester.
ce Chronique d'Egypre. Brussels.

1o Handbuch der Orientalisiik. Leiden.

1A Journal Asiatique. Paris.

s Journal of Hellenic Studies. London.

INES _Journal of Near Lastern Studies. Chicago.

IRAS Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society. London.
psBA  Proceedings of the Society of Biblical

Archacology. London.

ritA Revue Hittite et Asianique. Paris.

TSBA Transactions of the Society of Biblical

Archaeolgy. London.
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