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Preface 

We all feel the need for self-expression 
and communication with others. Writing af­
fords us a means of communicating our 
thoughts to our contemporaries and passing 
them on to future generations. 

In different parts of the world, from the 
dawn of history down to the present, men 
wishing to impart some information or to 
record an event for posterity have sought 
to express their thoughts in the form of sym­
bols, in the caves of fifty thousand years ago, 
on the walls of our modern cities, or on the 
thousands of millions of sheets of paper 
turned out by printing presses the world over 
for men with a thirst for knowledge. 

The symbols have changed over the past 
five thousand years; the images of objects 
(object symbols) have taken on an increas­
ingly abstract form. The first step was the 
use of symbols to denote ideas as well as 
objects; they then came to represent a whole 
series of sounds (syllabic symbols) and, last­
ly, three thousand years ago, a single sound. 

This was the decisive stage, for it meant 
that the number of symbols could be drasti­
cally reduced to little more than twenty. Our 
modern writing can be traced back to this 
brilliant invention of the Phoenicians. 

India later discovered a symbol for zero 
(a method already used by the Mayas) and 
this invention, passed on to the rest of the 
world by Arabia, paved the way for mathe­
matics and all the sciences based on that 
study. 

Arabic numerals have become an inter­
notional means of communication, whereas, 
once groups of letters were associated in a 
particular country with particular sounds, 
they lost their international character and 
became the vehicle of the language in ques­
tion. 

To begin with, only a few adepts were 
able to take advantage of this means of 
communication; nowadays, there are several 
countries where it is used by the entire popu­
lation. 

This result has been achieved mainly 
because increasingly effective methods of 
reproducing the written word ha~e bee_n 
devised over the past five centunes. Th1s 
development is closely linked with religious, 
political and social conditions. . 

The present exhibition is concerned w1th 
the history of writing from its far-off be­
ginnings down to the present day. Needless 
to say, a set of plates which seeks to convey 
only a general idea of the gradual changes 
that have taken place cannot be complete. 

The examples of writing illustrated have 
h. . I 

been chosen not only for their 1stonca 
interest but also for their content, for the 
import~nce of the message they bring. 

The importance of this message also de­
pends on the number and quality of the per-
sons able to receive it. . . to 

Now that the dictaphone is begmnmg . 
compete with the pen, that record lib~t1~5 

are springing up everywhere to the_ etrd 
ment of ordinary libraries, that radiO an f 
television are seeking to take the plac~t. 0g 

h.b. · on wn m newspapers does an ex 1 1t1on . t;! 
' t"ve mteres . offer no more than a retrospec I • • 

. d f mcreas1ng 
Obv1ously not. In these ays 0 ·r re-
endeavour to eradicate illiteracy, wn 1nf the 
mains what it always has been-one 0 to 
most effective means of helping man 
emerge from his primitive state. S db rg w. J. an e 
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Introduction 

Whether or not we regard writing as being, 
like Aesop's tongue, potentially the best or 
the worst of the things that man commands, 
it is the basis on which all our culture rests 
and the guarantee of its survival. And even 
if, considering how often this achievement of 
mankind is abused, we felt inclined to share 
the affliction of the Chinese poet, Wu Wei­
yeh, who, in a Melancholy Song addressed 
to his friend, Wu Chi-tse, wrote that the 
legendary inventor of writing, Ts'ang Chien, 
wept in the night watches, 'and with good 
reason'--even if writing served only through 
the centuries to spread the lies of tyrannies 
or the follies of the pulp magazines it would 
still be true, as a redeeming feature, that all 
civilizations, while devising this means of 
communication, have sought to make art 
out of it and have succeeded in doing so. 

This is a point which immediately strikes 
any visitor to this exhibition on The Art of 
Writing. This exhibition has the merit of 
showing, firstly, that there is a long-standing 
and, it might almost be said, congenital af­
finity between the various types of scripts 
and beauty; secondly, that writing has often 
been associated with painting (in China), 
carving (in certain seals), and architecture (in 
Moslem art); and thirdly, that modern art 
is tending to reduce a considerable sector 
of the visual arts to what is called, no doubt 
incorrectly, calligraphy. For all these reasons, 
this exhibition is a most useful contribution 
to knowledge and deserves attentive study. 

An exhibition on writing, you may say, is 
bound to be academic and boring, but you 
will see that it is not so. The organizers, 
indeed, wished it to be instructive, with its 
panels arranged in both logical and chrono­
logical order, a short note explaining each 
illustration and a few lines giving a digest 
of information about each group of exhi­
bits, but they also wanted it to be attractive; 
and they have so ingeniously reconciled 
these two requirements that the visitor very 
soon finds that, if there be a work of art in 
which what is pleasing is always indissolubly 
combined with what is useful, it is writing. 

From the pebbles found at the Mas d'Azil, 
whose secret is still hidden from us, to the 
contemporary 'Linotype', some hundreds of 
well-chosen pictures, with good and informa­
tive commentaries, provide a sort of illustra­
ted history of writing, which also gives us a 
miniature museum of the beautiful forms 
invented by scribes, calligraphers or type­
founders in Sumer and among the Maya, in 
Rome and in Baghdad, in China and in 
India. 

Not that all the early pictographs of Sumer 
were beautiful, or all the original letters of 
the early Phoenician alphabets completely 
satisfying to the eye; but, even when they 
were imperfect, it is impossible not to sense 
or divine in these figures something which 
will soon turn into beauty. As early as the 
third millennium B.C., in the Indus Valley, 
the Mohenjo-Daro script (which, despite our 
efforts, we have not yet succeeded in deci­
phering) matches well with the beauty of 
animal forms, so that, in its own peculiar 
perfection, we can already discern certain 
features akin to the later refinements of 
Chinese calligraphy-a line harmonizing 
with the sense of what it signifies and with 
the tone of the picture with which the text is 
associated. Considering how wonderful this 
is, we can readily understand why the Chi­
nese, up to the Tang Dynasty, were to hold 
calligraphers in greater honour than painters. 

Writing may be representational, with the 
care for detail of those Egyptian hieroglyphs 
in which a naturalist can easily identify the 
birds depicted; it may be ideographic, like 
those Chinese characters in which picto­
graphs, symbols, rational keys or classifiers 
and phonetic complements are mingled and 
sometimes combined; it may be syllabic, 
like the Japanese kana scripts; or alphabetic, 
like the Cyrillic or Roman. It may have been 
carved deeply into stone or picked out in 
bas-relief, written with black ink or painted 
in several colours, as in a fresco or tempera; 
it may, in the form of the most artless picto­
graphs, be related to the didactic painting 
of the preaching religions, or it may, as in the 
consonantal Semitic scripts, come near to 

pure abstraction; it may lead us finally to 
stenography or, as in certain quadrangular 
Kufic characters, to geometrical figures 
not far removed from certain pictures by 
Mondrian; it may be impressed in soft clay, 
like some of the beautiful cuneiform speci­
mens shown here, or lightly traced with a 
brush on a palm-leaf or rice paper. But in 
every case, besides conveying a meaning, 
informing and instructing, writing ever pur­
sues beauty. 

It might be feared-and it must, indeed, 
have been feared-that the technique of 
printing would end, or at least compromise, 
this pursuit of beauty. From this point of 
view, the pictures in this exhibition are reas­
suring. From the Carolingian hand to Anti­
qua, or roman type, from Gothic minuscule 
to Bodoni, from botarde to modern-face 
type, from the square capital to Baskerville, 
and from the italic hand to Garamond, the 
panels show that in every century, and using 
every form of technique, scribes and type­
founders alike have succeeded in satisfying 
simultaneously the libido sciendi and the 
libido cupiendi, our dual need to learn and 
to admire. Supervielle's description of hu­
man lips as corolles du savoir et de Ia 
volupte ('corollas of knowledge and plea­
sure') applies, mutatis mutandis, to the 
merits of the scripts spread out before us 
here. As we look at Gutenberg's Bible (for 
which, on the basis of the Gothic hand then 
current, he straightaway produced a. typo­
graphy and a make-up leaving nothmg to 
be desired), we are bound to remember 
that Chinese bibliophiles consider tho! the 
perfection achieved by the first Sung prmters 
has never been surpassed. Being thus assured 
that mechanization does not inevitably des­
troy beauty, the visitor begins to wish that 
this could always be true. . 

This exhibition also shows that the pursu1t 
of beauty in writing is not confi~ed t'? any 
one race or one nation. We are mgen1ously 
shown everything from the handkerchief in 
which we tie a knot to remind us to do 
something, to the road-sign which orders or 
reminds us not to do something, including 



both the Tifinagh characters of the Tuareg 
and the Mongolian script; and, from the 
famous love-letter of a Yukaghir girl to the 
writings of ancient Crete, from the carved 
bones dating from the Shang Dynasty to the 
typecases of modern Chinese printing-works, 
everything tells us that men everywhere, 
whatever the colour of their skins, poor and 
rich, Christian and pagan, Buddhist and Mos­
lem, polytheistic and monotheistic, have 
made their contribution to the great work. 

It is not well enough known in Europe, for 
instance, that the 130,000 pages of the Tripi­
taka, or Buddhist canon, were printed in 
China between 971 and 983; that movable 
type, made in porcelain, was invented there 
in the 11th century; that Pelliot discovered 
an assortment of movable type in the Uighur 
characters at Tuen Huang (dating from about 
1300); and that, by the end of the 14th cen-

tury, books were being printed in Korea with 
movable metal type. The third time that type 
was cast in Korea was in 1434, and it was 
about 1450 that Gutenberg printed his first 
books. The Mongol invasions had acquainted 
us with Chinese printing. Marco Polo was 
not the only one who described Kublai 
Khan's paper currency to Europeans. 

Everything from magical writings to bank­
notes, from the 'celestial' characters of those 
impostors who claimed to follow Taoism to 
neon advertisements, can produce beautiful 
forms, as the pictures shown here prove more 
than amply. 

How right the organizers were to show us 
a few photographs of the festivals held in 
Bulgaria in honour of St. Cyril and St. Metho­
dius, when banners ornamented with Cyrillic 
letters are carried in procession. We might 

also have been reminded of the existence 
of those 'pagodas of traced characters', on 
which the Chinese respectfully recorded the 
remnants of written signs, even if it were but 
the washed-out shadow of an old ideogram. 

When, faced with poverty, injustice, cruelty 
and tyranny, we are tempted to despair of 
man, an exhibition such as this may help to 
give us back some hope. Its demonstration 
that, for six thousa_n_d ~ears. past, a partly 
magical, partly ut11ltanan mstrument like 
writing has also always produced beauty­
and, indeed, a great variety of beauty-is 
enough to suggest to us that, while speech is 
in truth, man's title of nobility and, as such' 
imposes certain standards . on him, writin~ 
likewise imposes standards m the same mea­
sure. May we keep in mind the lesson, or the 
lessons of this exhibition I 

' Etiemble 



An outline of the history 
of writing 

As a. factor a~d a force in the history of 
man~md, the h1story of writing, with its eco­
nomic an? aesthetic aspects and its perma­
nent bearmg on social life is extremely com­
pie~. This history cannot be followed along 
a s1mpl~ chronological line, for it has had 
many d1fferent beginnings, in many different 
places. 

The latest discoveries would suggest that 
five hundred thousand years ago there may 
al~eady have been human beings equipped 
w1th t~ols, v.:eapons and utensils which they 
had e1ther mtentionally adapted or made 
th.emselv7s, including stone implements that 
still surv1v:, and things made of vegetable 
matter (w1thes, vessels, etc.) which have 
perished. 

These creatures, coming at the end of a 
very. l'?ng, s.low process of evolution among 
homm1ds Without any industry (i.e., without 
the requisite mental faculties), progressed by 
~ery slow stages of which we can learn very 
l1ttle. Only in relatively recent times, prob­
ably not more than 40,000 years ago, do we 
find man, as we know him (in terms of brain­
development), not only possessing a fair 
variety of comparatively well-designed imple­
ments but also, at least in the case of certain 
peoples, capable of incising, modelling and 
painting representations of living creatures 
in a way that still gives us aesthetic pleasure. 
There seems to be no doubt that, even at so 
early a date, these men linked aesthetic with 
utilitarian considerations. It is thought that 
they believed it useful to produce likenesses, 
in certain conditions, and employ them in 
some way (the recital of incantations, touch­
ing or transfixing) so as to ensure that game 
would be plentiful and easily captured. Their 
pleasure probably stemmed from the actual 
work of creation and of contemplating what 
they had made by some dim, uncertain light 
in their caves. Nor was this their sole artistic 
outlet. Whatever magical value may have 
been attributed to them, ornamental features 
were to be found on everyday objects and 
jewellery was worn by individuals. In all 
probability men were already making some 
kind of shelter for themselves, at least out 

of branches, possibly covered over with hide; 
in short there was some rudimentary form 
of architecture. Surely, also, there was instru­
mental and vocal music and dancing. 

During the period when speech was be­
coming a perfected instrument, it is probable 
that material means of replacing speech, 
which would last for some time, were found. 
This brings us to the important question of 
the signs (the term being broadly interpreted) 
which preceded writing and have survived 
alongside it for certain purposes. These in­
clude all sorts of grooves and splits or slits, 
ranging from lines traced with the finger in 
sand to all the various types of notches, in­
cluding slits made in animals' ears as pro­
perty marks, and ridged tattooing. They a.lso 
include objects, such as pebbles or dned 
dung set aside for some time to serve as 
counters for games or for reckoning ac­
counts. Then there are all types of knots, 
including two knotted branches or a branch 
bent back on itself to mark a path that has 
been or is to be taken. Counterparts in our 
present-day civilization range from .coins to 
road signs. But the best example 1s to be 
found in the elements of the various systems 
of numeration, written in the same way as 
letters but working very differently. Here it 
may be said that sheer utility is the first, 
and art the last, consideration. 

On the other hand, art or at least a graphic 
skill which takes its place, is the basis of all 
systems of representing speech by visual 
means. All these have their origin in picto-
graphy. 

The earliest form of pictography can be 
seen in the various types of embryo writing, 
where a fragment of speech is represented 
in such a way that any person looking at it 
can grasp the message, although it is not 
broken up into words, so that there is no 
actual link with a particular language. 
Generally speaking, these are 'stories with­
out words', representing situations by pic­
tures or objects by signs. The latter are of 
different types, with their form and use vary­
ing in different societies, all of which, how­
ever, have remained a low level of material 

development, such as hunters', fishers' and 
simple farming communities in Africa, Nor­
thern Asia, America and Oceania. We must 
consider separately memory-aid pictographs, 
which do not convey descriptive details but 
ore intended to serve as mnemonics to trained 
persons for the purposes of recitations. The 
symbol here is an aid to memory and not, 
as it has increasingly become, a substitute 
for the professionally trained memory. So 
far as the words to be recited themselves 
form a rhythmical composition intended to 
be sung, there is an outward link with art. 
Series of carefully arranged, attractively 
drown and coloured pictographs represent­
ing songs are to be found among the Cuna 
Indians of Central America (Panama); .a 
basic feature of these which is also found m 
practically all other ~ases, is stylizati:>n, in­
volving selection and simplification m the 
representation of objects. 

Genuine writing, involving the breakdow~ 
of sentences into words represented one afte 
the other-a new sign of powers of obse_r­
vation and abstraction-emerges only 1n 
societies which are sufficiently advanced to 
have towns. This presupposes complex, reguf 
lor trading, particularly for the supply nd 
food to the towns from the country, a ' 

h.t ture 
first of all the development of arc 1 ec .' , · t lnCJ· 
as the work of craftsmen and artJs 5 · d . I a -
dentally, this proves that many maten: t ry 
vances were made at the dawn '?f JS ~he 
and in remoter prehistoric times, w1thout a­
use of writing. The only instance of an -~~gut 
nized State maintaining government WJI 0as 
the help of writing is afforded by th~ ~~th 
of South America from the 12th to t e I d 

. , f f whee e 
centunes. They also had no orm 0 had de-
transport. On the other hand, they ds 
vised an elaborate syste~ of knotted ~~:re 
for calculating and keepmg accounts. 1 s 
have actually been a few isolated exam~ e 
f . . . d . Af . and Amenca; 

o wntmg mvenle m nco "b d 
but they are what might be desc~J e as 
, 1 . f .. 1• t" · ·nee the mventors 
Sp Oftenngs 0 CJVI IZO JOn, Sf .• 

knew of the existence of European wnhng. 
In point of fact, archaeologists have b:en 
unable to trace any written documents gomg 



back further than about 4000 B.C. at the 
very earliest; roughly speaking, then, writing, 
which is not one of the strict necessities of 
life, has a history of only about 6,000 years. 
Even now, it is not yet in universal use, since 
it may be said that nearly half the population 
of the world does without it. 

As for its use, in on ideal, truly pictogra­
phic script, each word would have to be 
represented by a recognizable special sign, 
which is the rebus system or, more accurately, 
the 'straight' rebus system, still employed 
nowadays for games, with various additional 
conventions. For instance, a circle with rays 
would mean 'sun', a drawing of some head­
gear would represent 'hat', and various ani­
mals (e.g. 'cot') would be represented by 
conventional drawings. Such object-symbols 
are at the some time word-signs; as the 
meaning they convey has no relation to the 
sound of the words, they ore used ideogra­
phically and may be called ideographs. As 
regards form, so long as the drawings ore 
realistic, they may be described as hiero­
glyphs in the brood sense of that term, from 
the name given by the Greeks to the char­
acters used in ancient Egyptian writing. If 
these ideographs represent whole words, as 
single units, the system con be used regard­
less of the pronunciation of the words, and 
can therefore be read in different languages. 
A great number of different drawings would 
be needed in order to write about a variety 
of themes. 

In the next stage of invention, we find 
ounds being represented, and writing be­

s rnes-ot first only to some extent-a phone-
co B t . t · · . notation. u p1c ure-wntmg or ideogrophy 
tiC d b d . . sti 11 the means use , y a optmg 0 'trans-
fiS ed rebus' procedure. This presupposes 
err I . f . I 

ra te ana ys1s o a g1ven onguage· for 
accu b ' . stance, it may e noted that there are short 
1n d with homophones (meaning 'with the 
war s d') . soun , a more prec1se term than 
sarne · ' · h h Yrn (rneanmg w1t t e some name') 
hornon b ' that a sign can e saved by using, for 
so le the same one for the words 'sun' 
exarnP ' · f th · d 'son'. Gomg _ur er, . and breakmg 
an words into the1r constituents, we con 
down 

split up some words of more than one syl­
lable; for instance, the word 'pantry' could 
be written by combining conventional sym­
bols for a 'pan' and a 'tree'. This example, 
of course, is for the English language only 
and would not hold good for others; the 
writing here, though still ideographic in 
form, is inseparably connected with the lan­
guage concerned and its sounds. 

The following examples are taken from 
an American script. Although it is chronolo­
gically incorrect to do so, it is usual to begin 
with the Central American systems in telling 
the story of writing. This is warranted by the 
fact that there and there only, as far as we 
know, a pictographic or hieroglyphic script 
developed without any schematization. For 
this reason, this empirical classification would 
still hold good even if the present-day efforts 
to decipher Maya and Aztec documents were 
to bring to light a mixture of ideographic 
and phonetic procedures, such as we find 
in the more ancient writings of the Old 
World, which will be briefly described later 
on. 
. An urban stage of civilization, using writ­
mg, had, then, been reached in Central 
America. The Maya Empire seems to have 
been in existence by the 4th century C.E., 
after which it suffered various vicissitudes 
and had more or less disappeared even be­
fore the Spanish conquest in the 16th cen­
tury. Ruins bear witness to the advanced 
stag~ of development reached in Mayan 
arch1tecture, with its pyramids and monu­
mental stairways. And writing was closely 
bound up with the architecture, large hiero­
glyphs being carved on the steps of stair­
ways. Stucco figures and frescoes have also 
come down to us. Then, again, the Mayas 
p~oduced codices on paper, painted in colour 
w1th figur~s or characters of varying size, 
arranged m carefully aligned squares. Many 
of the figures were stylized and some ima­
ginary, suggesting that all sorts of legends 
an_d myths were connected with them. It is 
sa1d that only the families of priests and 
grea.t lords knew the Maya script. But the 
carvmgs on monuments were there for all to 

see and must have served for explanations 
like the statues and stamed-glass windows of 
our Romanesque and Gothic cathedrals. 

We know, moreover, that it was believed, 
in the Mayan civilization, that the same 
events periodically recurred, and it must 
therefore have been thought of real practical 
value to set down any facts which would 
help in making forecasts. 

The Aztecs, who established themselves in 
Mexico in the 14th century and whose civili­
zation was influenced by that of the Mayas, 
must also have built monuments, but little 
trace of them was left after the Spanish con­
quest. Fortunately, wher~as only three 
authentic Mayan manuscnpts are extant, 
scores of Aztec manuscripts have been pre­
served. Some contain religious and others 
historical and geographical information; 
place-names recorded in the latter docu. 
ments have provided examples of transferred 
rebus-writing. For instance, the town Coat. 
fan is represented by a serpent, and below 
it two teeth complete with their gums, the 
meaning conveyed being 'the place of ser­
pents'. Coot is the word for se~~ent ', but 
to indicate the place, the prepos1t1on tlan' 
(in the place of) is represent~d by the s!gn 
tlonti (ignoring the endmg) mean1ng 
'teeth'. By this phonetic analy_sis_ the com. 
plete sign indicates the pronunc1at10n as well 
as the sense. 

Because of the mechanics of its system of 
writing, again, Chinese, which apparently 
goes back only to the middle o~ the third 
millenium B.C., will be dealt w1th at this 
stage, before the scripts of ':"hich we have 
the earliest evidence. The Chmese system is 
close to the ideal form of pictography in 
that, theoretically, there is one dra':"ing: i.e., 
one character, for each word, wh1ch IS it­
self an invariable monosyllable. This is true, 
although linguists agree that Chinese Was 
not always a monosyllabic language and 
though, in many cases, two words are put 
together to form a kind of compound. The 
result is that the number of characters runs 
into thousands. It is necessary to know 3,000 
characters in order to read ordinary texts, 



while dictionaries for scholars contain over 
40,000, or even more characters if rare words 
are included. These characters, however are 
not ideographically linked but are ph~neti­
cally associated with particular groups of 
sounds in the spoken language (a consonant 
followed by a vowel and, in some cases a 
final consonant); they are therefore syllabic 
phonograms. Many of them have come to 
denote a variety of objects, by a transfer of 
meaning without any change in the charac­
ters themselves. But in order to differentiate 
their meanings, keys or radicals of varying 
complexity (consisting of one to seventeen 
strokes), distinguishing categories of sounds 
and therefore ideographic in character, were 
added to these phonograms. 

The system described so briefly in the fore­
going is thus both ideographic and phonetic. 
It h~s survive~ down to the present day, 
desp1te the d1fflculty of learning how to 
read and write in this way. The latin script 
has recently been used for teaching reading 
before pupils go on to master the old char­
acters, some of which have also been simpli­
fied. 

It is a fact that most of these characters 
are complicated, consisting as they do of 
several small, straight strokes applied with the 
tip of a brush. The practice of writing, which 
was once confined to people of learning in 
the civil service and the wealthy upper clas­
ses (schooling is now practically universal) 
is instinct with aesthetic feeling. Each small 
character, occupying an imaginary square, 
standing at a regular distance from the 
neighbouring characters in a vertical straight 
line (punctuation marks can be used to indi­
cate how the words should be groupedlt is a 
miniature work of art. Good calligraphers, 
whether or not professional scribes, have 
been held in the same esteem as artists pro­
ducing drawings and paintings, and writing 
is often used for decorative purposes. 

Ancient Egyptian ruins and documents that 
have come to light reveal that, even earlier 
than 3000 B.C., this country had organized 
administrative units with large cities where 
writing was in use, in the form of hiero-

glyphs with elegant little drawings of re~og­
nizable objects (though some of the s1gns 
probably represented c~mven~ional gestures). 

Used in monuments, mcludmg small stelae 
with inscriptions carved on them, and paint­
ings on the inner w~lls of funer?ry chapels, 
carved or painted p1ctures of t~1s _sort were 
still current up to about the begmnmg of the 
Christian era. They then gave way to an 
alphabetic script borrowed fr<?m the_ Gr?eks 
for the transcription of CoptiC, wh1ch 1s a 
later development of the Egy~ti?n la_ngu~ge, 
still preserved today_ ~or ~hmt1an ll!urg1cal 
use. Hieroglyphic wntmg IS set out m ne?t 
columns or lines of small rectangles (m 
theory squares) filled either by one fairly 
large 'symbol or by two or three smaller 
symbols grouped together. These symbols 
produced an aesthetic effect and were also 
regarded as more or less magical by people 
who for the most part, were unable to read. 
Som~times, in order to avoid representing 
whole living beings, the ~">:mbols for them 
were left incomplete. Wntmg was a task 
entrusted to a large body of scribes who 
ranked fairly high in their society; the art 
must also have been known to at least some 
members of the upper classes. 

After a thousand years or so, there deve­
loped, alongside the monumen~al ~tyle of 
writing, a cursive form, f~r wh1ch _mk was 
generally used, and in wh~ch the s1gn~ lost 
their pictorial character, be1~g syste.ma.tlcally 
simplified for rapid execut1on. Th1s IS the 
first instance to be cited where the need 
for speed in writing counted far more than 
clarity for the reader. But in. this cursi~e form 
of writing, which was mod1fied a.t d1fferent 
periods (the earlier characters bemg known 
as hieratic and the later as demotic), the 
fundamental system remained the same. 

It was a complex system, so that once the 
tradition was lost, it became difficult for 
scholars accustomed to the alphabetic system 
to decipher hieroglyphic texts. Most of the 
symbols were ideographic word-signs which 
originally denoted objects either by direct 
representation (straight rebus-writing) or by 
transfer of ideas, without breaking them 

up into constituents, in the case of words 
with similar meanings but different sounds 
(polyphony) or of words with the same or 
similar pronunciation but different meanings 
(polysemantism). With the help of these two 
procedures, the number of signs could be 
reduced to a few hundred, thus placing a 
far less severe strain on the memory for 
learning the outlines but creating ambiguities 
for the reader. Accordingly, two additional 
devices (in the form of signs not intended to 
be pronounced) were adopted in c:rder to 
facilitate reading. The first type of s1gn, de­
rived from the existing ideographic symbols, 
specified categories of meanings (hur:'an be­
ings and their actions, animals, utensds, etc.) 
and may be likened to the Chinese keys or 
radicals. The second type was intended to 
help in the pronunciation of the sig_ns, and 
consisted of phonograms or phonetiC com­
plements representing merely the consonants 
of short words made up of one or two 
consonants, in order to indicate the pronu~­
ciation, without regard to the sense; t e 
uniconsonantal signs which were the most 
common were the e~uivalent of the letters to 
be used 'at a later stage. These phonogr~~s, 
which bear witness to the detailed brea mg 
down of words into their components, werd 
used by themselves to show suffixes and 
prefixes as the word-signs represented _wor 

, . h f re a mixture 
roots only. This system IS t ~re 0 • • There 
of ideographic and phonetiC wntmg. f 

I f the use o must have been early ex amp es 0 h · h 
this writing for utilitarian purposes, w 1c ~ 
b . I have not sur 

eing on perishable molena s, . the 
vived. The oldest documents extant are 1n ts 
nature of narratives of contemporary even 1j 

d life as we 
Documents relating to every ay ' ·rngs 
as a number of commemorative wn 1 ' 

f later stage. 
have come down to us rom a. . at the 
Pictures of several scribes wntm~ h 
same time apparently from dictatlond s ~w 
the begin~ings of the practice of pro ucldng 

• • • 1 • in other wor s, 
wntmgs, m severo cop1es, or, ·r to 
of books. One of the uses of ':m 1ng 
which attention should be drawn IS th~ en­
graving of characters on scarabs use 05 

seals. This was, in fact, one of the very 



earliest uses, to judge by the remains left by 
various civilizations, such as that of the Indus 
Valley cities, which were roughly contempo­
rary with the earliest Egyptian kingdoms and 
where the only objects found bearing writing 
(in a script which has not yet been deci­
phered) are seals. 

In another part of what, for Europeans, is 
the Near East, there arose, a~ . prac~ic~lly 
the same time, a system of wntmg Similar 
· oncept to the Egyptian system but exe­
m •cd in 0 very different way. Nearly a 
cu.e h . t h" th sand years separate t e p1c ograp 1c ac-

ou ts referred to above (dating from 
coun 1 • "f . 
c 3500 B.C.) and the c ass1c cune1. arm wnt-
. · dopted for two languages wh1ch played 
Jng 0 t part in the religion and literature of 
a grea . h 1• • t" fro . gion-Sumenan, w ose mgu1s 1c a 11-

t~Js. re it has not yet been possible to estab­
l~a~IO~nd Accadian (Assyro-Babylonian) or 
)JS t •• 

E tern Sem1t1c. 
0~he original, rather crude drawings, V.:ith-

artistic grace, gradually evolved mto 
out ~~y tions of strokes with a small tri­
corn) 1 n~t one end, looking like nails, and 
eng e triangles with two sides extended to 
oth~ an arrow-head or wedge shape 
pro uc~h terrn cuneiform writing), executed 
(hence . e the tip of a sharpened reed, lightly 
b ressmg . b Y P ore heavily, mto a clay to l~t before 
or r:n This material has proved 1ts power 
baking. 

f urvival. · "b h o s y Mesopotam10n sen es w o, as 
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know, . b we d" grammatical compansons etween 
(inclu ,ngl nguages they used), contrived to 
the twO a real calligraphic art with their 
develoP ~ ols arranging their texts with 
0ngul~r 0 ui~, fitting an astonishing amount 
great ,ngen riting into tiny spaces and skil­
of rninute ~ng blank spaces. 
fullY arr_angl sting to note that this type of 

It is ,nt~;~g on soft material was used by 
ursive wn 1 carvers on small monuments, 

cl ver stone- telae (or walls in miniature), 
c ~rticulariY ~unction with th_e majestic Meso­
found _in con~hitecture and Jts often colossal 
potarnlan ar 
sculptures. 

As in Egyptian, most of the signs (about 
five hundred in the case of Old Sumerian) 
are word-signs derived from former picture­
symbols. Many Sumerian words are mona­
syllabic, with a vowel between two conso­
nants, but others are shorter (vowel, or vowel 
plus consonant) or longer. In Accadian, tri­
consonantal roots predominate. 

In both Sumerian and Accadian the same 
signs are used with many different meanings, 
as the result of a wholesale process of trans­
fer of ideas. 

Sound-transfer was used in both languages, 
either for short words or for parts of 
long words, but (in contrast to Egyptian) a 
vowel was always included in the phono­
gram. As Accadian took over Sumerian char­
acters with their meanings and added others 
by breaking down Semitic roots, it is specially 
rich in signs with many different meanings, 
which can often be differentiated only by 
their context. 

The cuneiform signs were used in much 
the same way as the Egyptian, word roots 
?eing usually represented by means of an 
1deograph. There are fewer determinatives 
than in Egyptian, but Accadian has more 
than Sumerian. Reading is made possible by 
the use of phonograms or phonetic com­
plements, which are used for both word­
endings and word-beginnings, not only for 
affixes but also for parts of the root, whether 
or not an affix is added. In any case, reading 
was always a complicated operation and 
required a long period of prior study in order 
to learn the different meanings of any given 
symbol. 

Cuneiform writing, with its use of ideo­
graphic and syllabic phonetic signs, spread 
as a vehicle of civilization south-eastwards 
to Ela~.' where an early hieroglyphic system 
of_ wntmg had ceased to develop; in the 
m1ddle of the third millenium, the Elamites 
ado~ted the cuneiform script, making use, in 
p~rt1c~lar, of its phonograms. In the second 
mlllemum, a hieroglyphic system and cunei­
form writing were both used in the Hittite 
c~untry to the north-west of Mesopotamia, 
With a great number of ideographs which 

have helped in the decipherment of inscrip­
tions by giving a general idea of their con­
tent. 

The process of impressing nail-like shapes 
with a stylus was used at least twice for 
purely phonetic representations, once, in the 
case of Ugaritic, when the alphabet was 
just beginning to be devised in the region of 
Syria and Palestine, and on the second oc­
casion in the case of the early Persian syl­
labary; but these two scripts were short-lived 
and alphabetic writing in ink came into uni­
versal use. 

In the Aegean Islands, Crete and Cyprus, 
distinctive civilizations developed whose writ­
ing also began with a hieroglyphic stage. 
The use of phonograms apparently started 
fairly soon, with words being systematically 
broken up into syllables consisting of a con­
sonant followed by a vowel. 

The number of fairly complicated charac­
ters in these scripts is much smaller than in 
the combined ideographic-phonetic systems 
(Cretan Linear B has eighty and Cypriot fifty­
five). No records in languages used before 
the Hellenic Indo-European invasions have 
been deciphered. Of the syllabic scripts, scho­
lars have succeeded in reading Greek of 
c. 1450 to 1200 B.C. in Crete and on the 
continent at Mycenae, before the Greeks had 
received the alphabet, and in Cyprus round 
about 500 B.C. when the Greeks elsewhere 
had already been using the alphabet for 
some time. 

We do not know exactly how or where the 
alphabet originated on the Easter~ sho_res of 
the Mediterranean. Like other scnpts, 1t was 
probably pictographic in _origin. ~ut a_ttempts 
to establish a relation w1th certam hierogly­
phic records from Phoenicia have failed; 
nor is there any certainty that it is connected 
with some inscriptions found in Sinai, pos­
sibly dating from c. 1800 to 100 B.C., con­
taining a small number of signs more or 
less resembling crude drawings. The only 
definite point is that, in the neighbourhood 
of the main scripts of the Near Eastern civili­
zations, and two thousand years after them, 
the alphabet was invented, and only once, 



so far as we know, in the form of a phonetic 
system of writing, based on the smallest com­
ponents of words, and consisting therefore 
of only a very few characters (hardly more 
than twenty) with simple outlines not repre­
senting any object. This ushered in the reign 
of sound-signs or letters. 

This was, in truth, 'a sign of the times', 
coming as it did at a period when man, in 
his thinking, had reached a clear apprecia­
tion of the international structure of his speech 
and was able to make use of his understand­
ing of it for practical purposes. This came 
about in a part of the world where there 
were small city-states, whose prosperity was 
apparently maintained by trade with distant 
lands across the seas or deserts, and in which 
the citizens probably took a fairly large part 
in government. From then on, writing, as a 
skill possessed by many people, was to be­
come a more and more important factor in 
the progress of intellectual civilization. 

The history of the alphabet, from its be­
ginnings to the present day, is complex, in­
volving the consideration of expansion in 
different directions, as affected by social 
events; the emergence of national differences 
in the shapes of characters, related, more 
or less to different types of aesthetics; dif­
ferent 'ways of supplementing the phonetic 
symbols (in particular, the representation of 
vowels); and different ways of delimiting 
words, making the necessary allowance for 
ideographic considerations. 

Paradoxically enough, the first definite 
case of the use of the alphabet is found on 
tablets from the Ugarit library (in Northern 
Phoenicia) bearing cuneiform characters writ­
ten from left to right; the date is estimated 
between 1600 and 1200 B.C. and the lan­
guage used is a form of Western Semitic 
closely akin to Canaanite and Aramaic. 
The characters which were to develop into 
our alphabet made their appearance in 
Phoenicia and the neighbouring regions in 
the case of both Canaanite and Aramaic, at 
least as early as 1000 B.C. (same archaeolo­
gists say 1300 B.C. in the case of certain 
Phoenician monuments). This alphabet had 

twenty-two letters, all consonants, from which 
it is concluded that, since there must have 
been vowels, the latter were merely ignored 
and the letters in fact represented syllables 
with vowels not indicated, so that they con­
stitute an intermediate stage between the 
syllabary and a fully-developed alphabet. 
The letters vary in size, with some of them 
extending upwards or downwards above or 
below the two imaginary parallel lines limit­
ing the body of the small letters. As regards 
appearance, the first impression is of a cur­
sive script (with the characters separated), 
adopted for use on the hard material of 
sarcophagi or funerary stelae at a later 
stage. In the early inscriptions and in the 
only one known in Moabite, another Canaan­
ite language, the words are generally sep­
arated by dots. The direction of writing is 
from right to left. 

At its beginnings (perhaps c. 1000 B.C.), 
Aramaic, another Western Semitic language, 
had almost the same-shaped characters and 
was also written from right to left. 

The adoption of the consonantal Semitic 
alphabet by the Greeks, possibly about 
1000 B.C., either by direct borrowing from 
the Phoenicians or by some channel of pro­
pagation in Asia Minor, had very consider­
able consequences. 

The first was the completion of the alpha­
betic system by the addition of letters denot­
ing vowels. If they were to represent their 
language clearly, the Greeks could not do 
without vowel signs, and they found a simple 
means of writing vowels by using letters rep­
resenting Semitic consonants which did not 
exist in Greek. In this way the phonetic 
principle was fully applied. 

As regards the actual writing (the direc­
tion of which, after some hesitation, became 
established from left to right), the Greeks 
adopted, for what we call capital letters, a 
more or less rectangular form, not extending 
above or below the line, and with much 
lateral symmetry, thus effecting a definite 
aesthetic improvement. Later on, for rapid 
manuscript work, quickly-written small letters 
came into use. 

Writing must have made its appearance in 
India somewhere about the 5th century B.C., 
almost certainly by borrowing from the con­
sonantal Semitic alphabet, although, from the 
beginning, the shapes used for the majority 
of the letters differed sufficiently to leave the 
fact of the borrowing not absolutely proved. 
What is certain is that a system of vowel­
notation grew up, differing greatly from t~at 
of the Greeks and leading to the format1on 
of a syllabary alphabet. The characters by 
themselves are read as a consonant follow­
ed by the vowel a, which is that most com­
monly occurring; signs (and not letters) fol­
lowing, preceding, above or below the body 
of the letter denote vowels of different tones, 
either short or long. Words are not separated 
within the sentence, but the end of the latter 
is marked. 

There is not just one Indian system _of 
writing, but a variety of different scnp_ts, "':1th 
different forms of calligraphy (the d1rect1on 
of writing is from left to right). . . . 

It is fascinating to follow the VICISSitudes of 
the history of the alphabet in the different 
parts of the world to which writing has pene­
trated in varying degrees for diverse uses, 
with its propagation along trade route_s and 
in the steps of religion, the changes '" the 
form of the signs depending on the mate­
rials employed the differing relations be-

' d the tween calligraphy and other arts, an . 
variations in the extent to which a glfven 
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Ethiopian writing derived from this branch 
runs from left to right. 

As an offshoot towards the West we have 
the Libyan-Berber script, not used over a wide 
area, which also had symmetrical charac­
ters, of distinctive appearance, arranged in 
columns on ancient stelae and read upward, 
starting from the bottom. 

Aramaic writing developed differently, in 
the Semitic area where the Aramaic language 
itself gradually ousted Canaanite, Ugaritic, 
Accadian (and Sumerian}, into various dis­
tinctive forms read from right to left. One 
was the 'square Hebrew' which was to 
last indefinitely and is now employed offi­
cially by the State of Israel; others were the 
Syriac of the little State of Edessa, which 
still survives as a religious script, and the 
Palmyrene of another little State, Palmyra, 
which soon disappeared after providing the 
first examples of letters joined together; 
these were more frequent in another small 
centre on the fringe of Arabia where the 
Nabataean script was used. 

Outside the Semitic area, Aramaic writing 
was carried northwards into much of Asia, 
among Iranian, Turkish and Mongolian­
speaking peoples. 

In the south of the Semitic area itself, the 
Bedouins of Arabia borrowed their writing 
from the Nabataeans. With the rise of Islam, 
this innovation was to have enormous con­
sequences for writing. The Arabic script is a 
rapid linked form of cursive, especially when 
omitting the vocal punctuation above or be­
loW the characters which is used in the case 
of the Koran and for teaching purposes. It 
lent itself to all sor.ts of ~alligraphic exercises 

d refinements, m wh1ch some stylization 
an 5 used, but it was also widely employed 
-:'a~ ornamental p~rposes on both objects and 

ments, part1cularly on the ornamental 
monu portions of the latter. Being used by 
stuc~o 5 other than Arabs, it spread through 
Mos em nd Central Asia, through parts of 
Ne~r and of the Malay archipelago, and in 
lnd• 0 0 ·ons of Africa. 
arious reg• . d . v Indian scnpts covere the area m 
w~~~ Indo-Aryan languages are spoken, 

reaching as far as Nepal, and that in which 
the Dravidian languages are used to the 
south; but, following Buddhism (which was 
not to survive in India itself), they reached 
Tibet in the north and, in the south-east, part 
of Indo-China and most of the Malay archi­
pel.ago. The letters forming these different 
scnpts represent syllables, and the variations 
between the scripts, unlike the slight differ­
ences to be found in Arabic-type alphabets, 
are such that each one is quite distinct from 
the other. 

The Greek script, which, in its classic form, 
has remained limited to a small area up to 
th.e present day, spread in a variety of ways 
w1thout outside intervention, undergoing 
more or less substantial changes at different 
times in different directions. Eastwards, ac­
coun~ must be taken in the early period of 
certam languages of Asia Minor which have 
not survived, such as Phrygian. (These lan­
guages, however, had possibly, at least in 
so~~ cases, received the Semitic system of 
wntmg at the same time as Greek did, or 
even before it.) In Christian times as evan­
gelization proceeded, Greek script was used 
in Africa for Coptic and for the language of 
the ancient Nub a; to the north of the Black 
Sea, for a time, it was used to write the 
Germanic language of the Goths; and then, 
so far permanently, in the form known as 
the Cyrillic alphabet, with its distinctive but 
very similar characters, for the Slavonic lan­
guages, following in the path of the exten­
sion of the Eastern Church, except for Greece. 
Aberrant imitations, in which elements from 
a different source were incorporated, were 
used for the Armenian and Georgian lan­
guages. Now that the Soviet Union has de­
cided on the uniform use of the Cyrillic 
alphabet, this is being employed, in some 
cases replacing Arabic characters, for various 
Finno-Ugrian, Turkic, Mongolian and other 
languages. 

Westwards, as the result of cultural influ­
ences apparently without any particular reli­
gious implications, alphabetic writing spread 
in antiquity, especially in Italy, both among 
the Etruscans, whose language, of unknown 

origin, we cannot yet understand and, either 
through the Etruscans or by some other 
means among the Italic speakers of lndo­
Europ~an languages,. an? especially the 
Latins. A northern vanety, m the Alps, appa­
rently gave rise to the runes, whi;h were dis­
tinctive in form and were used m the Scan­
dinavian countries partly for magical pur-
poses. . 

The characters of the Latin capital-letter 
script, like the Greek, were largely. sym~e­
trical in shape and very clear. Th1s scnpt 
was well suited for use on monuments and, 
in case of need, the characters co~ld be made 
large enough to read from a d1stance. For 
current use and the writing of books, a 
number of different forms were adopted, 
which would require a history t~ themselves; 
aesthetic requirements ca~e mto play to 
some extent, with the J?r?~t1cal need for re­
conciling speed and legJbd•~· 

In the 16th century, mention may be made 
of the Gothic book-han.d, curiously reminis­
cent of the ogival archJtec_tural ~tyle~ found 
· the last manuscripts and m venous mcuna­
bnula; contemporary with. this w?s a particu­
larly badly formed curs1ve wh1ch was suc­
ceeded by the outstan~in.gly n~at, clear fo.rm 
known as the humamst1c scnpt, on wh1ch 
our printed characters are still based. 

The Latin script spread throughout Europe, 
fl st with the Roman administration and 
l~ter on, with the gradual extens!on of the 
Roman Church, as far as the front1ers of the 
Cyrillic script. Thereafter, with European navi­
gation and colonization, it spread over much 
of the rest of the world, including the 
Americas. It is now by far the most widely 

spread. . . 
Through the system of education mstJtuted 

by missionaries, the Latin script has been 
adapted to the needs of the ~alagasy Ia~· 
guage in Madagascar and of V1et-Namese 1r 
Indo-China. It has also been adopted b) 
the Indonesian and Philippine Republics fa! 
their national languages. In mainland China 
it has been employed in the case of minori 
ties which had no written language, and i 
is now also being taught to the Chinese (seE 



ab~ve). It has also begun to be used for 
Afnc_an and Amerindian languages. 

W1th the addition of certain conventional 
signs, it is used for the transcription of other 
alphabets and for phonetic notation. 
~~roughout its history, the development of 

wntmg has been linked up with that of arte­
fa~t~-t~e material used as a support, the 
wntmg Instrument, the liquid used for writing. 
For a long time it depended on the manual 
~kill of carvers. and other copyists. A vitally 
1mportant turnmg-point was reached when 
writing~ were reproduced in a large number 
of c_op1es by printing processes, the pre­
reqUISite for which was a paper industry. The 
history of multiple prints began in China in 
the 2nd century C.E. Wood-engraving was 
practised in the 6th century. Movable type 
goes back to the 11th century in China and 
Korea. In Western Europe, after a limited 
use of wood-engraving, the manufacture of 
movable type and presses in the 15th century 
made possible the enormous development 
of books and broadsheets, representing a 
considerable extension of the use of reading, 
even though education was not yet general. 
Needless to say, the printing industry re­
quired new categories of technicians (for 
instance, the typewriter and its attendant 

typists). In the 19th century, we flnd simul­
taneously a very great quantity of printed 
material including daily newspapers (thanks 
to the u~e of constantly improved machines), 
and general education in countries with a 
developed industrial civilization. 

In the age of electricity, the accelerated 
progress of industry, in which writing as an 
intellectual tool has been largely instrumen­
tal, has brought into being various alter~a­
tive means of satisfying the needs for wh1ch 
writing caters, i.e., ease of communication 
(messages), preservation, transmission and 
general spread of information, education, 
propaganda (including advertising) a~d en­
tertainment. The telephone, the cmema, 
broadcasting, television and the magneto­
phone are encroaching on the fleld of cor­
respondence, newspapers, textbooks, and of 
books providing entertainment. 

The position of writing seems to be un­
challenged for some of the uses to which it 
was flrst put, earlier than the books-which, 
from our later standpoint, seems to us to be 
the very type of the written word. These are 
all the cases of authentication, in the broad 
sense of the term: certified communications, 
contracts, formal commemorations, edicts or 
judgements, religious texts to be repeated 

word for word. To these may be added the 
making of wills (which have not always been 
holographs), and authoritative records of 
legislative and judicial deliberations; and, 
as regards later uses which seem fairly sure 
to survive, private correspondence, personal 
records, and notes and jottings as a preli­
minary stage in the production of literary or 
teaching works. 

To what extent the mechanical recording of 
speech will also affect these uses, and to 
what extent writing (by hand or in the form 
of typescript) will continue to be used for 
the actual preparation of various forms of 
recordings, are questions to which the 
answer still lies in the future. 

There hove been many vicissitudes in this 
history which beoan six thousand years ago. 
The appearanc; of the alphabet ob?ut 
1500 B.C. was a development of vital Im­
portance. That of printing in 15!h-c~ntury 
Europe marked another turning-pam! m_ ~he 
expansion of the part played by wnt1ng 
throughout the world. In our day, other great 
changes are on the way, and we cannot yet 
say whether they will lead to a final decline 
of writing, in favour of other inventions for 
preserving and transmitting words from one 
generation to another. 

M. Cohen 
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1 

The role of writing in daily life 

We are surrounded by written material 
at home, from the moment we wake up, 
in the street, 
at work, 
during our leisure hours. 
It is impossible to imagine a life where no 
writing existed. 
How did we reach this stage? 
That is what the exhibition tries to answer. 
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Writing - for whom? 

a For contemporaries, letters and newspa­
pers. 

b For posterity, Egyptian reliefs, wills and 
testaments. 

c For oneself, children's scribbles, diaries 
and notebooks (Gauguin's records of an 
exchange of paintings with Van Gogh). 
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Primitive signs 

These are examples of the earliest signs, 
from which a form of writing was able to 
develop under specific cultural conditions. In 
the Semitic cultural area the wavy line (a) 
associated with the Phoenician word for 
'water' became the letter 'M', from which 
the 'M' of the Greek and Latin languages 
was derived. The earliest signs met the needs 
of hunting and pastoral peoples: they 
marked trails, indicated ownership, denoted 
quantities of individual objects exchanged 
or supplied, recalled what was absent, aided 
memory, exorcized spirits. They were not al­
ways intended as a means of communica­
tion, but often expressed an individual 
experience and interpretation of the world. 
Modern artists (h) thus find it possible to 
draw inspiration from their wealth of forms. 

Most of the signs were prompted by the 
form of the things to which they referred, 
but some of them were abstract and only 
understandable by the initiates, and are thus 
beyond our interpretation today . (a, c, g). 
These signs represent a conventronal lan­
guage belonging to a particular group of 
people, who hand them down from genera­
tion to generation. This gives them a certain 
stability of form, which is an essential con­
dition for a developed system of writing. 
The Cretan pictographs shown here (k) are 
almost contemporaneous with the Spanish 
rock-inscriptions (a); but they belonged to a 
highly dev~loped culture and already con-
stitute a scrrpt. 

a Prehistoric rock-paintings (Spain). Left: 
abstract forms, with the figure of the 
moon (2nd century B.C., (Bronze Age). 
Right: rain-demons, with hands above 
their heads, seated on the sign for 'wa­
ter' (wavy lines). Next to them is a hu­
man figure with a head and two out­
stretched arms; in either hand it holds a 
star, and beneath its feet are the signs 
for rain-clouds. [From: Kuhn, Die Fels­
bilder Europas, Stuttgart, 1952.] 

b The urge to scribble. Scene in a Milan 
street. 

c Abstract signs painted on pebbles found 
near the Mas d'Azil in the south of 
France. Mesolithic Period. [From: Dirin­
ger, The Alphabet, New York, 1948.] 

d Masked dancer. Painting on stone. Su-
dan. [Musee de I'Homme, Paris.] . 

e Dancer wearing an antelope mask. Parnt­
ing on stone. Sudan. [Musee de I'Homme, 
Paris.] . 
African cliff paintings, Bandiagara, Nr­
geria. [Musee de I'Homme, Paris.] 

g Rock-carved figures. South Ameri.~a. 
Meaning unknown. [From: Koch-Grun­
berg, SOdamerikanische Feldzeichnungen, 
Berlin, 1907.] 

h Mir6, illustration from A toute epreuve, 
by Paul Eluard. (Publisher, G. Cramer, 
Geneva.) 
Crosses, coats of arms and hunting 
scenes. Fresco painting on the wall of a 
church, Genhofen (AIIgau), Germany. 

k Pictographs from Crete (seal impressions). 
'Action' pictures, representations of ob­
jects, and abstract ornamental signs served 
as the earliest writing symbols. Minoan 
culture, c. 2000-1900 B.C. [From: Evans, 
Scripta Minoa, Oxford, 1909.) 
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#Talking# pictographs 

Pictographs are used chiefly 0 .d . . s memory 01 s 
1n passmg ?n oral traditions. The signs are 
extremely Simplified and end by becoming 
as abstract as the words of 0 1 1 h d anguage. n 
o~ er wo~ s, they do not represent an indi­
vidual ob1ect, such as a particular tree· they 
stand_ for the genus 'tree', and the details 
peculiar to the individual case must be de­
?uc~d from the context. Thus, the story told 
1n _pictures gradually turns into picture writing 
(p1~tography), and may reach a stage at 
wh_1ch the ~1gn no longer stands for an actual 
ob1ect _as m_ (a) and {c), but for the name of 
the ob1_ect, ~.e._, for a word. For instance, the 
Aztec ms_cnpt1on {b) already contains signs 
representm~ words_ (the names of the tribes) 
as well as Illustrative scenes, and is thus on 
the way to a more practical form of writing 
t~at can even de~cribe more complex rela­
tions. Th~ Az_tec mscription still obeys the 
rules of p1ctonal composition; whereas in the 
Cuna ln~ian writing {f) the only thing that 
ma!ters IS the or?er of the words in the song 
ind1cated. The lines are still written in the 
primitive manner known as 'boustrophedon', 
after the way the ploughman drives his 
plough, first in one direction and then in the 
other. As the signs develop towards true 
writing, th_e figurative elements gradually 
grow less 1mportant. Only slight remains of 
the pictographic element are to be seen in 
the table from Easter Island (g), whereas in 
illiterate communities (h), picture writing sur­
vived into the present century. 

a 

b 

Eskimo drawing. A series of scenes re­
cording a hunting party. Bone-carving. 
[Musee de !'Homme, Paris.] 
Aztec pictograph referring to an impor­
tant event. From left to right: four Aztec 
tribes migrating (see footprints), carrying 
their tribal designation above their heads. 
They meet eight other tribes at a spot 
called Tamoanchan {'Place of descent'), 
which is indicated by a felled tree-trunk 
and an altar. The tribes take leave of one 
another; above, on the right, we see the 
two chieftains, one of whom is weeping 
(the sign for water is shown below his 
eye). Above are the names of the eight 

tribes, and the sign for a starry sky to 
indicate that the scene is taking place at 
night. The tribes are celebrating a reli­
gious festival (right, below). [Codex Bo­
turini.] 

c Bison-hide painted by Hidatsa Indians. 
Upper half: ten warriors fighting in pairs, 
the man on the right being the winner in 
each case. The hand on the muskets near­
by indicates that they ore war booty. The 
signs in the lower half may stand either 
for the number of enemies killed, or for 
the number of presents. Even the marks­
men are so stylized as to appear no long­
er as individuals but merely as signs. 
Painted skins like this were used as cloaks 
and denoted the owner's rank, which de­
pended on his warlike feats. [History 
Museum, Berne, Department of Ethno­
graphy, Schoch Collection.] 

d Order issued by the Governor of Tasma­
nia to the illiterate natives. 
First row: the desirable state of peace be­
tween Europeans and natives; 
Second row: the official Peace Treaty; 
Third row: if a black man kills a white 
man he will be hanged; 
Fourth row: if a white man kills a black 
man he will be hanged. 

e Nsibidi writing, Southern Nigeria. Origin 
unknown. Highly conventionalized picto­
graphs, used chiefly by a secret society, 
but also for magical purposes. Each sign 
represents a particular concept or asso­
ciation of ideas: (1) This husband and 
wife love each other dearly and embrace 
each other gladly (outstretched arms). 
They are rich, for they have three cushions 
and a table each on either side of them. 
(2) Married couple belonging to the Egbo 
tribe, whose emblem is a feather. (3) This 
husband and wife have quarrelled. They 
are turning their backs on each other and 
there is a cushion between them. (4) Man 
and wife separated by a river (note 
canoes). The crosses show that there has 
already been an exchange of news be­
tween them. [From: Talbot, In the Shadow 
of the Bush, London, 1912.] 

Picture writing by the Cuna indians, Pa­
nama. Origin unknown. The signs are in­
tended to _refresh the memory of the sing­
ers of a nt~<;'l chant describing the quest 
for the fug1t1ve soul of a sick man. The 
lines run alternately from right to left and 
left to right (the 'boustrophedon' style 
of writing). 
Wooden tablet bearing an inscription i 

g the undeciphered writing of Easter lslon~ 
(Pacific). This comprises approximately 
five hundred signs, some of them represent­
ing objects as_ well as animals and human 
figures in vanou~ positions and engaged 
in various pursu1ts. Every second line is 
upside down, so that the tablet has to be 
turned in alternate. directions while being 
read. The age of th1s writing is not known 
[Musee de !'Homme, Paris.] · 

h Letter from a Yukaghir girl (North-East 
Siberia, beginning 20th century) to her 
absent lover: 'I om all alone at horne 
You have left m_e and gone far away: 
You love a Russ1an girl (with full skirt) 
and you have married her (under one 
roof with her), but your marriage is not 
happy (crossed lines between them). You 
will have children and I shall remain alone 
and sad (crossed lines). I shall always 
Jove you, although there is another man 
who loves me.' [Musee de I'Homrne 
Paris.] ' 
Rogues' symbols. Message written by on 
arsonist, late 17th century. The fourth house 
in the direction of the arrow is to be 
attacked during the night, next time the 
moon is in its last quarter. Fellow-crimi­
nals who happened to pass by and wished 
to join in the exploit added their ·marks· 
below (here there are five of them). [From: 
Gross, Handbuch fur Untersuchungsrichter 
Vol. I, Munich, 1904.] ' 

k A weaver (a) has been arrested (b) for 
planning to rob a butcher (c) and woun­
ding him during the attempt (d). The 
weaver was overpowered (e) and forced 
to confess (f). He had previously killed 
(h) a horse-caper (g), and begs his friends 
to say nothing about this as he intends 
to deny it (i). 
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Marks and symbols 

The knot in th h 
best-known e andkerchief (a) is the 
that existed epxam_Pie of the memory-aids 

revrous to d II I . h actual writing. The 1 an para .e wrt 
complicated s 1 ncas of Peru built up a 
means of meys er:n. of knots (I, m), as a 

f morrzrng im t t d (' pa~ .rcular, numerical) Si par 1ah~ ala rn 
wrrtrng' mad · nee rs 'concrete 

. . e no use f . h recrprent could not . o prctures, t e 
beforehand to h read rt unless he knew 
referred The w at category of objects it 
peasant. comm nc:,t~he~ tally-sticks used by 

k' unr res rn 
war rng purposes (h .) bmany countries for 
group. They not ,1, elong to the same 
read and write bonY by-pass inability to 
for work done.' th ut a I so serve as receipts 
each party to 'th ere can be no cheating if 
the stick (h). e transaction keeps half of 

fi So.me of these notch d . 
rcatron marks (') e strcks bear identi-

of writing, Ira~~ Independently of the use 
crafts~en's marksma( rk) s (f), cattle brands, 
and srgns of g ' coats of arms (c) 
employed to 1• dr:'any different kinds are 

· · n reate h ongrn or the na owners ip or denote 
?ft~n much easier~~ ~f the bearer. They are 
rn rts written for emember than the name 
rn :Ymbolic formm, ~bd provide information, 
patron, rank and . out the bearer's occu­
fnow~days, coats of '~portance (b, c). Even 
or Identification in rm~ or flags may serve 

speech and Writin crrcumstances where 
dangerous situati;n~re hseless. In potentially 

fto read a detailed nowt. ere there is no time 
rcant graph· rce a p'th d · · . . IC Warnin . ' 1 Y an srgnr-

•s on rnstance wher g rs essential (d, e). This 
wr1t1ng system e our highly-d 1 d reveals its I' . . eve ope 

'm rtatrons. 

0 An everyday mnemonic device-a knot in 
the handkerchief .. 

b Indication of sovereignty-a prince's 
insignia (Dahomey, Africa). [Musee de 
!'Homme, Paris.] 

c Coats of arms and pennants. The Emperor 
Henry VII storming the Castel Sent' 
Angelo in Rome (1312). In the centre is 
the Emperor's brother, the Elector Bal­
duin, Archbishop of Treves, who can be 
identified by the cross on the shield, 
tunic and horsecloth. His opponent, whose 
helmet he has just split, belonged to the 
Orsini family, whose arms included a bear. 
[Codex Balduini Trevirensis.] 

d Warning signs: the narrowing of a road, 
danger from trains. 

e Danger signal-skull and crossbones. 
[From: Sandberg, 'nu, die kunst und ihre 
funktion im Ieben', Hilversum.] 
Marks on houses in Anatolia, Turkey. 
[From: Gelb, Von der Keilschrift zum 
AI phabet, Stuttgart, 1958.] 

g Stonemasons' sign on the basalt blocks 
of the bridge over the Rhine at Coblenz. 
Some of them date from the construction 
of the bridge in 1340-48; the others are 
on stones put in place during subsequent 
repairs. Typical tools are often shown, 
including the hammer, chisel and set­
square. Every mason was allotted such a 
sign by his master on completion of his 
apprenticeship. It was derived from the 
'mother figure' of the lodge to which 
he was admitted, and wherever he worked 
he left his mark. [From: Hohmeyer, Die 
Haus- und Hofmarken, Berlin, 1870] 

h Notched tally-stick. Used by landowners 
in Finland in the 19th century. The notches 
on the left-hand side show the doily work 
performed by horses, while those on the 
right show that performed by the farm 
labourers. l.Konsallis Museum, Helsinki.] 
Notched strcks from Finland (simplest 
type). These recorded goods supplied, etc. 
The signs near the perforation indicate 
the house or the nome of the person 
concerned. [Kansollis Museum, Helsinki.] 

k Peasant calendar from Styrio, Austria. 
For September 1398. The letters stand for 
the days of the week and the lines under­
neath them for the dotes. This method 
is probably derived from the notched 
stick. [From: Menninger, Zah/wort unci 
Ziffer, Gottingen, 1958.] 
Knot writing (quipus) from Peru. A main 
cord with numerous strings hanging from 
it. The quipu was used chiefly to record 
numbers of cattle, quantities of goods 
delivered, and so on, but could also 
corry news of historical events, letters and 
the like. The colour of the strings, the 
formation of the knots and their distance 
from the main. cord all helped to convey 
different meonrngs. The quipus were used 
in the administration of the Inca Empire. 
Each locality hod its expert officials who 
made out the lists and sent them to the 
capitol. [Musee de I'Homme, Paris.] 

m An Inca receives a financial report in 
the form of a quipu. 
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6 Eastern Mediterranean 

Early inventors of writing in Sumeria 

The Sumerians in Lower Mesopotamia rank 
with the Egyptians, the Cretans and the 
Chinese as the earliest inventors of an 
efficient system of writing. The organization 
of their city-states, centring on a temple, 
made it necessary to keep detailed records 
of deliveries and agreements. The Sumerian 
script originated to deal with the temple's 
economic activities. In the earliest stages use 
was made of pictographs which directly re­
called the objects concerned (b, c) and show 
clearly what categories of objects played a 
part in this ancient culture (c). The ruler's 
desire to record and preserve important 
official acts also begins to crystallize. The 
so-called 'family" relief of one king of 
Lagash shows an arrangement of pictures 
and script which is typical of that archaic 
period: the human figures are arranged in 
rows like letters, each inscribed with its name 
script and figure forming a unit, yet with 
the written characters still retaining their 
illustrative character. The picture and the 
script reinforce each other (a). The script 
already r~lates to words, no longer to indi­
vidual ob1ects, so that one can tell exactly 
whether a draught horse or a steed is being 
referred to. 

The original pictographs came to be given 
phonetiC values, no doubt owing t th 

"t f d · 0 e necess1 y o ren enng names of objects with 
prec1s~on. A word that was difficult to render 
pictonally would be denoted b th · 

h . Y e s1gn 
for anot er word w1th the same · ·1 . . or a s1m1 ar 
sound-like puttmg the sign fa · · t . . r sun o re-
present the word _son -the rebus method, in 
short. Th1s made 1t possible to . . express any 
combmot1on of spoken words ·1n ·t· b 

· 1 · . . wn mg, ut 
I t was std very pnm1t1ve Cune'1f 0 ·t· · rm wn mg 
never advanced beyond the syllabary, which 
nvolved the use of at least eight · b 

1 • Y s1gns ut 
this was already o b1g step forward 

. h h as com-
pored w1th t e undreds and thousands of 
signs used 1n 1deogroms and word signs (as 
n C h 1nese wntmg). Only one cune1·fa . 

1 • rm scnpt 
culminated In on alphabet-the Ugaritic script 
of Ros Shomro (Syria), which dates from th 
.,11 ddle of the second millennium B.C. e 

a White temple, Uruk. About. 2800 B.C. ihe 
Sumerian script originated 1n the temp es, 
which were centres of culture. 

b Clay tablets from Uruk. Archaic level ll_l. 
About 3300 B.C. The early pictogra~hlc 
phase is still clearly apparent, bu_t the ~1gns 
are already arranged in vert1cal lmes, 
one beneath the other. The notches and 
holes stand for numbers. This script hos 
not yet been definitely deciphered. [From: 
Falkenstein, Archaische Texte aus Uruk, 
Berlin, 1936.) . 

c So-called 'family' relief depicting K1ng 
Urnanshe of Lagash. Carved limestone 
plaque dating from about 2400 B.C. Pro­
bably hung in a temple as an ex-voto. 
Above left stands the king in a tufted 
robe, ~arrying a ceremonial contribut~on 
of mortar for building the temple; bes1de 
him are his daughter and four sons, whose 
names are engraved on the stone. Beneath, 
the king appears again with officials 
bringing him reports; they too are named. 
[Louvre, Paris.) 

d Early pictographic signs from the clay 
tablets found at Uruk (b). Fourth millen­
nium B.C. The pictographic origin of these 
signs is still recognizable, but some of 
them are already to a great extent con­
ventionalized. Conjectural meaning: 
1. head; 2. mouth (sign with hatching); 
3. eating; 4. walking; 5. woman; 6. lion; 
7. greyhound; 8. stag; 9. mountain goat; 
10. ox; 11. wild ox; 12. cow; 13. dog; 
14. pig; 15. fox; 16. fish; 17. (species of 
fish); 18., 19. grain; 20. garden; 21. grain; 
22. beer; 23. milk; 24. sky or God; 25. 
lnanna, a divinity; 26. divinity; 27. hut, 
stable; 28. plough; 29. ship; 30. arrow, 
life; 31, 32. divinities. 

e Astrological table in Sumerian cuneiform 
writing. [Musee de I'Homme, Paris.) 

Egg-shaped clay tablet issued by King 
Eannatum of Lagash. About 2400 B.C. 

g (opposite) Sales contract in cuneiform 
writing from Lagash. About 2400 B.C. 
[Louvre, Paris.] 

h Sumerian cylinder-seals. Top: seal of lbil-

lshtar. Hunting scene. About 2250 B.C. Be­
low: heroes and animals. About 2750 B.C. 
Bottom: release of the Sun-god. About 
2250 B.C. [British Museum, London.) 
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8 Eastern Mediterranean 

Ancient Mediterranean scripts 

About 2000 B.C. the highly developed 
Aegean-Minoan civilization w_ith the island 
of Crete as its centre, arose rn the Eastern 
Mediterranean, in an area where settlements 
had already existed for thousands of years. 
To meet the needs of its flourishing culture, 
the pictographic script used in the initial 
phose was soon tra~~formed into a m_ore 
practical form of wrrtrng. The most ancrent 
seals (a) already reveal a 7tro~g feeling 
for design in the way the devrce rs adapted 
to the oval shape. The Egyptian hieroglyphs, 
which reached such high artistic standards, 
may hav~ serv~d as a. model fo~ these; but 
they exist rn therr own rrght as the rndependent 
· ention of the men who peopled the Cretan 
~~rid and its palaces at Knossos, Phaistos, 
end elsewhere. Here, too, the pressure of 

ryday requirements soon reduced the 
e~et e-writing of the hieroglyphs to a sim-
prc ur · · t f h' h l"fi d linear cursrve scrrp rom w rc the 
P.' tre ·al element was almost eliminated, so 
pre orr . · ( ) A h h t ·t became easrer to wrrte e . t t e same 
t_ 0 1 the number of signs needed was greatly 
trde, d in the process of development from a 
re uce of word-signs to a syllabary. This 
sys~em l'zation continued in the subsequent 
ratrona 1 • • h' h h . f the linear scrrpt, rn w rc t e ori-
h~stolry 0 mber of signs-about ninety-was 
g rna nu . ty f 
. II cut down to srx - our.. . 

frna Y C etan script was carrred rn course of 
. Theto ~reece (d) and the Aegean islands, 

trme 1 nists also took it to Cyprus. One of 
and co1? t evidences of this last is to be seen 
the ear res d . th . . 
. . Greek is use rn e . ma1orrty of 
rn (r). . cr'rptions, but a certarn awkward-·0t rns . 
Cyprr_ the writing shows that the scrrpt was 
ness. rn II devised for a language other than 
origrna y 

Greek. H'tftes not only took over cuneiform 
The 1 1 panel 7h) from Babylonia, but 

writing (~ee hieroglyphic syllabic writing of 
develope 0hich resembled the Cretan script. 
their own wd this as a monumental script for 

TheY _use . tions on stone. The pictorial 
. 1 1nscrrP ·k· h 

0 fficra their signs was so strr rng t at it 
q uality of n those who were unable to 

d eve . f E t' h' impresse The beautres o gyp r~n rero-
read them·. . maY have had a strmulating 

h·c wrrtrn9 
giYP I 

effect on them, also, but their pictographs take 
quite independent forms (f, g). In this case 
also, a cursive script was developed before 
long to meet practical needs (h). 

a Hieroglyphic writing, Crete. Middle Minoan 
period, about 2000-1600 B.C. A tablet bear­
ing seals. There were approximately 150 
different signs, probably including a series 
of phonetic symbols in addition to ideo­
grams. [From: Evans, Scripta Minoa, 
Oxford, 1909.] 

b, c 
Disc-shaped terracotta tablet impressed 
with pictographic signs, found in the 
palace of Phaistos in Crete. About 1700 
B.C. Front and back. The front and back, 
each bearing pictographs of human fig­
ures, animals and objects, are impressed 
by means of separate stamps. In all, th~re 
are forty-five different symbols, showrng 
no relationship to Cretan pictographs. 
They somewhat resemble the Hittite hiero­
glyphs, and until recently had not been 
deciphered. Professor S. Davis, of Wit­
watersrand University, South Africa, has 
now discovered that they represent a 
votive ceremony conducted by King t-:Jo­
keul of Phaistos to mark the consecratron 
of his palace (between 1800 and 1700 B.c.). 
The inscription runs in a spiral, starting 
from the outer edge. [From: Evans, 
Scripta Minoa, Oxford, 1909.] 

d Li_near A inscription from Crete. Inscribed 
wrth a reed on the inside of a beaker. 
Developed from the hieroglyphs (a), after 
a_bout 1600 B.C. Uses approximately ninety 
srgns, which suggests that it is a syllabary. 
[From: Evans, Scripta Minoa, Oxford, 
1909.] 

e Inscription on a clay tablet found in the 
palace at Pyles, on the west coast of 
~reece. The government archives foun_d 
rn this palace comprised more than srx 
hundred tablets which have not yet been 
deciphered. ' 
Inscription in Hittite hieroglyphs, from 
Carchemish on the upper Euphrates. 9th 
century B.C. Basalt relief. The lines are 

arranged in 'boustrophedon' fashion. The 
signs in each line read from the top 
downwards, and are turned towards the 
beginning of the line. An ideographic 
script with phonetic elements. [British 
Museum, London.] 

g Hittite hieroglyphic inscription from Car­
chemish. [British Museum, London.] 

h Inscription in cursive Hittite hieroglyphics. 
Letter engraved on lead. It was discovered, 
rolled up, in the foundations of a house 
at Assur, and may have been buried in 
the wall for magic purposes. 
Linear syllabic writing on a fragment of 
a clay tablet. Found at Enkomi, in Cyprus. 
Last quarter of the 13th century B.C. 
[Cyprus Museum, Nicosia.] 
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9 Eastern Mediterranean 

Egyptian hieroglyphs 

Like the Sumerians (see panel 6), the Egyp­
tians invented a system of pictographic wri­
ting at a very remote period. The famous 
Nor-mer make-up palette (9a) includes pic­
torial elements (the defeat of any enemy and, 
below, the representatives of the cities) to­
gether with signs indicating personal names. 
The different components are not yet ar­
ranged in lines for the reader, as would be 
required for a script and as they already are 
on the tablets of the annals (9b). Each sign 
has a phonetic value on the rebus principle, 
regardless of its original meaning. In its final 
stage of development, hieroglyphic writing 
was a syllabic script like the Cretan and 
Hittite scripts (see panel 8). It was not com­
pletely transformed, however, and re!ained 
many ideographs, so that a comphcated 
system had to be devised to prevent mis­
readings. 

As the pictographs developed into a script 
they abandoned any attempt at realism _and 

erspective and were reduced to outlmes, f equently incised into the stone. A stereo­
~ped convention resulted which remained 

· tually unchanged for thousands of years. 
VJr h . d Nevertheless, t e s1gns preserve a great 
artistic quality through the fact that they were 

erally used for monumental purposes, such 
ge~edicatory inscriptions, epitaphs on tombs 
as 1 biographies and official records. Fa; 
roya b . f the every~ay usmess a government and 

d wh1ch was transacted on papyrus 
tra e, wooden tablets or potsherds, more 
leaves, f . . I 

d t ble forms o wntmg were emp o.yed-
a ap a I h d . . 
he hieratic and. ater. t e emot1c . scnpts 

t d f)_ inscnbed w1th a reed pen mstead 
(lOe an . 

h·sel The Egypt1ans even took the final fa c 1 • 
0 b creating an alphabe_t of twenty-four 
step y nts However, they d1d not carry this 
consona . I . b d .. 

't ultimate cone us1on y evtsmg a script 
to 1 ~ . entirely of separate letters; pic-

ons1st1ng I . d I c d hieroglyphs a ways remame c osely 
tures ~nt d There were more than five hun­
assOCI~ e · in the final version of the hiero­
dred stgnsr·1pt and they could always be 

I hie sc ' . 
9 YP d d combined tn such a way that 
select~ an conveyed part of the message. 
the P 1 c_tu~es 5 in Queen Nefertari's tomb pro­
The pa1ntmg 

vide conclusive evidence that symbols of the 
subjects dealt with still recur among the 
hieroglyphs (e.g., the hawk, the sun-disc, the 
symbol of life in the god's hand) (9f). 

These hieroglyphs, which had been regar­
ded for centuries as mysterious occult sym­
bols, were deciphered by a Frenchman named 
Champollion in 1822, with the help of in­
scriptions on the famous Rosetta Stone, en­
graved in both Greek and Egyptian (10h). 
Multilingual texts of this kind provide indis­
pensable help in deciphering forgotten scripts 
and languages. 

a Make-up palette of King Nor-mer. Re­
verse. About 2750 B.C. The king is shown 
striking down an enemy. On the right, 
the god Horus, symbolized by the hawk, 
with whom the king is identified, is lea­
ding Lower Egypt into captivity. Lower 
Egypt is symbolized by the papyrus, which 
grows there. Above, between two por­
trayals of the face of the Queen of 
Heaven, is the King's name. At the 
bottom are representatives of cities al­
ready subdued, with their name-signs. 
[Staatliche Museen, Berlin.) 

b Tablet from the annals of King Horus­
Djer, recording his reception of the 
princes of Upper and Lower Egypt. In the 
first line, on the left, the king is shown in 
!he shape of Horus, the hawk-god, watch­
mg the proceedings, which follow the 
some direction as the writing, from left 
to right. An early pictograph stage of 
hieroglyphic writing. [From: Emery, Ex­
cavations at Soqqoro, 1938.] 

c Hieroglyphic symbols. (a) concrete ob­
jects: man, child, ox, house; (b) and (c) 
verbs: to drink, to strike, to fly, to weep, 
to reap, to write, to chop, to cut; (d) noun­
signs used as verbs: eye and see, man and 
sit, ship and soil, burden and corry; (e) 
signs for concrete objects used meta­
phorically to denote abstract concepts: 
the sun for day, the moon for month, a 
star for hour, a bee for work. [From: 
Sathe, Vom Bilde zum Buchstaben, Leip­
zig, 1939.] 

d From the annals of King Tutmosis Ill. 
New Kingdom. Mid-15th century B.C. 
[Louvre, Paris.) 

e Inscription of the name 'Ramses II'. 
20th dynasty, 13th century B.C. [Louvre, 
Paris.) 
The god Re-Harakthi and the goddess 
Amentit, with a hieroglyphic inscription. 
Wall pointing from the tomb of Queen 
Nefertari. 19th dynasty, 13th century B.C. 
[From: Egypte, Paris, 1954.] 

g Statue of an Egyptian scribe. [Louvre, 
Paris.] 
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1 0 Eastern Mediterranean 

Egyptian hieroglyphs 

a Scribe and village elder making out ac­
counts. Relief from the tomb of Mere­
ruka, near Saqqara. Beginning of the 6th 
dynasty. About 2400 B.C. 

b Wall painting with hieroglyphic inscrip­
tion from the tomb of Queen Nefertari. 
The queen is shown presenting two ves­
sels to the goddess Hathor. 19th dynasty, 
13th century B.C. [From: Egypte, Paris, 
1954.) 

c Hieroglyphs from the period of the 
4th dynasty. Old Kingdom. [Louvre, Paris.) 

d Cursive hieroglyphs from a religious text 
on a potsherd. New Kingdom. (Louvre, 
Paris.) 

e Hieratic writing on a wooden tablet. 
End of the New Kingdom. [Louvre, Paris.) 

f Demotic writing on papyrus. [Louvre, 
Paris.) 

g Examples of the development of hiero­
glyphic writing to hieratic and thence to 
demotic. [From: Meller, Die Buchschrift, 
periodical of the Deutscher Verein fur 
Buchwesen und Schrifttum, 1919, No. 
7-8.) 

h The Rosetta Stone, a basalt slab engraved 
by priests of King Ptolemy V with an 
inscription in Greek, demotic and hiero­
glyphic characters. With the help of this 
stone, Champollion succeeded in deci­
phering the hieroglyphic script in 1822. 
[British Museum, London.) 
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11 Eastern Mediterranean 

The Semitic family 

One of the most momentous developments 
in the history of writing took place in the 
territory of the small Syro-Pales~inian. States 
during the second and first mrllennra B.C. 
Here, in the most important exchange and 
transit zone of the ancient world, inhabited 
by 0 dynamic and outward-looking popula­
tion the requirements of trade and diplomacy 
led' to repeated efforts to find a practical 
form of writing. The cuneiform or hiero­
glyphic syllabi~ script~, curren~ in the second 
millennium, wrth therr co~plrcated systems 

f ideographic and phonetrc elements, were 
0 bviously no longer adequate. In the Syrian 
0 -ty of Ugarit, a unique example of a 
~~neiform script has been discovered whose 
· ns represent letters and are therefore much 

srg h · · I k 1 s numerous t an rn prevrous y nown 
es "pts The trend was towards simplification. 

scrr · M re and more attempts were made to pro-
d 

0 e an alphabetic or, more precisely, a 
uc . . I t ty 

Onantal scrrpt, usrng on y wen to 
cons . f b . h thirty signs rnstead o a ou_t erg ty, and 
therefore much more conven~ent. The only 

that needed to be wrrtten were the 
letters h d t · · I nts as they are t e e ermrnrng e e-
consona ' A 

t ·n the Semitic languages. t a much 
men s 1 • • • I · dd d r·10d dracrrtrca srgns were a e 
later pe ' 
f the vowels. . . . 
0~he alphabetic scrrpts. of th~ Phoe~rcran-

f ·an cities are obvrously rnconcervablc 
P';!les 1 ~ 1 the stimulus of hieroglyphic and 
wrth'?fu m writing. The tablets from the Sinai 
cun~r ~~a (a) are possible evidence of the 
penrns. ·on of hieroglyphs. The process by 
t a nsmrssr · · · t d h r . h alphabetic scrrpts orrgrna e , owever, 
whrc . hrouded in mystery. 
rernarns 5 urse of their trading visits to many 

In the colaces the roving Phoenicians took 
different P their' highly practical script, which 
with th~~ daptable to all languages. It 
is readrn~t 00 nly to Phoenician colo~ies (f) 
spread . zones of influence (g and r}, but, 
and therr ·c and Greek versions, grew two 

'
·n its Aramor hes which finally covered a 

bronc 
mightY t of the world. 
Jorge par 

a Inscriptions on a small stone tablet from 
Sinai. Front and back. About 1500 B.C. 
Front (left): 'Loan to be repaid in the 
Temple of Baclat at six per cent'. Back 
(right): 'This is the interest: six'. Found 
near a temple of the goddess Baclat, and 
probably originating from the Semites who 
worked mines on the Sinai peninsula. 
[From: Grimme, Altsinaitische Forschungen.] 

b Inscriptions on a potsherd from Samaria. 
900-800 B.C. Cursive characters. [From: 
Driver, Semitic Writing, London, 1954.] 

c Phoenician inscription on the sarco­
phagus of King Esmunzari of Sidon. 400 
B.C. With an entreaty to leave the tomb 
untouched, since it contains no treasure 
and the King stands well with the gods, 
who would punish any desecrator. [From: 
Corpus lnscriptionum Semiticarum Paris, 
1881J I 

d B<;Js-relief of King Barrakab of Zenjirli 
wrth Aramaic inscription. About 750 B.C. 
A _scribe before the King on his throne. 
[Mrddle-East Museum, Berlin.] 

e Canaanite inscription, found at Siloam 
near Jerusalem. About 700 B.C. Report 
on the cutting of a subterranean channel. 
The tendency to lengthen leftward-sloping 
strokes should be noted. 
_Neo:Punic votive stone, with dedicatory 
rnscrrption. Carthage. 

g Iberian inscription on a piece of pottery. 
About 400 B.C. The script is probably 
based on a Phoenician-Punic model; the 
Iberian peninsula came within the Cartha­
ginian sphere of influence. As with Phoe­
nician, the letters read from right to left. 
[From: Diringer, The Alphabet New York 
1948.] I ' 

h Sabaean-Himyaritic stone inscription. 
South-west Arabia. From 300-200 B.C. 
South Semitic script, with some borrowing 
from Phoenician forms. Monumental in 
character. [Louvre, Paris.] 
Letter from a woman of the Touareg tribe 
(North Africa). The script known as 
'Ti_finagh', is still in use today: It was trans­
mrtted by the Numidians and is derived 
from Punic (f). [From: Cohen, La grande 

invention de /"ecriture et SOil evolution, 
Paris, 1958.] 

k Ethiopic script. Derived from Sabaean 
(h) and brought in by the ~ra?s. U~der 
Greek influence, however, rt rs wrrtten 
from left to right. Its present-day _fo~ms 
still resemble those of remotest antrqurty. 
[Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.] 
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12 Eastern Mediterranean 

Scripts derived from Aramaic 

In the 9th and 8th centuries B.C., the many 
small Aramaean States in northern Syria 
fell one by one under the domination of 
the Kingdom of Assyria. The deportation of 
a large part of the population reduced them 
to military impotence, but at the same time 
spread the Aramaic language and script (see 
panel 11) throughout the whole of Assyria. 
For more than a thousand years it was the 
language of trade and commerce from the 
Mediterranean to India. Even the Jews used 
it alongside Hebrew: parts of the New 
Testament were originally written in Aramaic. 
As far as Central Asia, the Aramaic alphabet 
formed the basis for numerous national 
scripts, such as 'square Hebrew' (c), Arabic 
(e to h), Syriac (d), Persian (from which Ar­
menian originated), Uighur (k), Mongolian 
(I), and Brahmi, which has itself given birth 
to numerous variants (panel 15). 

a Papyrus fragments with Hebraic script. 

Writing and religion became linked to an 
ever increasing extent: Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam set forth their doctrines in sacred 
books (i), which it was forbidden to change 
by a singl_e iota._ The b~ok bec?~e a cult 
object. W1th the1r ?oc!nne, . reli~1ons also 
disseminated the scnpt m wh1ch 1! was laid 
down and which often replaced older charac­
ters having local currency. Nowadays, for in­
stance, Arabic script is used not only for the 
Arabic language but for numerous other 
languages of Muslim peoples, new signs be­
ing created where necessary to represent 
particular phonemes. Through the writing that 
brings them a great religion, peoples are 
also brought into cultural contact with a 
supra-national community, and are stimu­
lated by it in their own creative activities. 

Found in a cave near the Dead Sea. 
b Preserving one of the seven Dead Sea 

scrolls. 
c Leather fragments with Hebraic script. 

Found in a cave near the Dead Sea. 
Probably one of the oldest manuscripts 
of the Bible. 

d Manuscript in Syriac script (Jacobite style). 
Form of Aramaic script developed by 
Syrian Christians of the first centuries 
C.E. [Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.] 

e Nabataean inscription from Petra. 1st cen­
tury C.E. The Nabataeans of Arabia, who 
formed an independent kingdom from 
150 B.C. to 105 C. E., further developed 
the Aramaic script. Arabic script derives 
from it. [From: Diringer, The Alphabet, 
New York, 1948.] 
Arabic manuscript in Kufic characters. A 
severe, monumental script, mainly for epi­
graphs, but also used for manuscript 
copies of the Koran. Its name is taken 
from the Mesopotamian town of Kufa and 
i!s school, where it was zealously prac­
tised by famous calligraphers. It gradually 
fell out of use from the 12th century. 

g Arabic sepulchral epigraph in Kufic cha­
racters. 445 A. H. (1 067 C. E.). [From: Foul­
mann, 11/ustrierte Geschichte der Schrift 
Vienna, 1880.] ' 

h Manuscript of the Koran in Arabic Naskh 
charact_ers. 1381-89. Appearing at the 
same l1me as Kufic script (f), Naskh was 
strongly influenced by handwriting, and 
the masterpieces of Arabic calligraphy 
were written in its various forms. It being 
a consonantal script, diacritical signs were 
added for vowels in the form of dots and 
d?she~ [Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.] 
L1turg1cal manuscript in Armenian script. 
Script using Greek characters developed 
fro_m the Persian Pahlavi alphabet, and 
ult1mately from Aramaic, by the missio­
nary Mesrop in the 5th century C.E. The 
cap1tal letters in the first line take the 
form of birds and fishes. The left-hand 
side depicts the writing of the sacred book 

under God's inspiration. [Bibliotheque Na­
tionale, Paris.] 

k Manuscript in Uighur script, 'The Mir­
acles of Mohammed'. 15th century. The two 
top lines are written in Arabic. The Uigh~rs 
were a Turkish poeple of Central As1a. 
Their writing is an offshoot of the Sogdian 
script, and ultimately of Aramaic. In the 
13th century it was the official script of 
the Mongol Emperors. [Bibliotheque Na­
tionale, Paris.] 
Manuscript in Mongolian script. With 
various additions, it is derived from 
Uighur (k). [Westdeutsche Bibliothek, Mar-
burg]. 





13 Eastern Mediterranean 

Hebrew 

During the lost centuries B.C., the alphabet 
and writing were regarded by the Jews as 
something more than a simple system of 
visible signs for reproducing thought and 
speech, since God Himself had had recourse 
to the spoken and written word in making 
His revelation. And even the earliest mystics 
reg::~rded the alphabet, the medium of wri­
ting, as both the basic element and the co­
ordinating principle in language, itself the 
instrument for the creation of the world-first 
as word and then as writing. In the mystical 
conception, the oral revelation preceded the 
creation, and, like everything in the world, is 
represented in the final analysis by a parti­
cular succession of consonants and vowels, 
of letters. The word of God may be su~­
ceptible of many interpretations but, once 
fixed in writing, it is eternally immutable. 

The text of the Holy Scriptures and the 
actual script in which they are written have 
undergone no change since the first centuries 
of the Christian era. Even obvious mistakes 
are not to be corrected. The letters of the 
square script adopted for the Holy Scriptures 
retain, on the scrolls of the Pentateuch and 
the Torah, the form initially fixed for litur­
gical use, including the deformations. To the 
Jews, indeed, writing is always sacred, even 
when employed for lay purposes. The Hebrew 
script was adhered to even when another 
la:1guage was being written (such as German, 
Yiddish, Ladino, Arabic, or Judaeo-Persian). 
As in certain pictures of Chagall, Hebrew 
letters thus became symbols of Jewishness. 

This conservative tendency has always been 
a determining factor in the evolution of He­
brew writing. The scrolls of the Torah, irres­
pective of their date and o~igin, show h~r~ly 
any difference 1n the details of the wnt1ng 
and the form of the letters. For non-biblical 
texts, cu:-sive writing, which derives from 
square writing done rapidly, was adopted 
only very gradually. The sacred texts (Bible, 
Talmud, liturgical texts) have always been 
written in the traditional square script (d, g). 
This first gave the rabbinical or masore;ic 
commentatory, script e), also called Rashi-

writing, culminating in a cursive script proper. 
Rabbinical script was used mainly for commen­
taries. The following groups of scripts can be 
distinguished: Orient: Egypt, Palestine, Syria, 
Yemen and Babylonia (b, e); Spain: after the 
expulsion of the Jews from Spain, the script 
used by the Spanish group spread over the 
whole Mediterranean basin (g); Italy; Ger­
many: the script used by the German group 
became current in Central and Eastern Europe 
(d, k). 

Although there was undoubtedly a common 
Jewish style, environmental influence is usu­
ally easily recognizable in Jewish art and in 
the decoration of books. As far as the script 
is concerned, however, it is insignificant and 
even undiscernible. Writing remains closed 
to foreign influence. 

a Letter written on a potsherd (ostraca) 
from Lachish; ancient Hebrew script 
dating from the beginning of the 6th cen­
tury B.C. [H. Torczyner, Lachish, I, p. 33.)] 

b Dedicatory inscription from the synagogue 
of Naaran. Palestine, 5th century C.E. 

c Letter in the 'square' Hebrew script. 
d Biblical writing, from a scroll for litur­

gical use. Square script, without vowels. 
Netherlands, 18th century. [Property of 
Mr. A. M. Goldberg.) 

e Autograph of Moses Maimonides. Syriac 
rabbinical writing, on paper, 12th cen­
tury. [Ms. British Museum, or. 5519 B. 
British Museum, London.) 
Letter written by Rabbi Menachem Mendel 
of Vitebsk. Decidedly cursive script; se­
cond half of the 18th century. 

g Leaf from a manuscript of the Bible, on 
parchment. Probably from Provence, 1301. 
[Det Kongelige Bibliothek, Copenhagen, 
Cod. Hebr. II.) 

h Scribe at work. 
Darmstadt Hagadah, written by the Rabbi 
Meir of Heidelberg, Germany; beginning 
of the 15th century. [Landesbibliothek 
Darmstadt, Cod. or. 8.) 

k Bible, with major and minor Masorah, 
Germany. Written by Salomon Ha Cohen, 

1325. [Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris, He­
brew V.) 
Masorah. Germany. Probably from the 
14th century. [Wurttembergische Landes­
bibliothek, Stuttgart, Cod. ms. Hebr. 5.] 
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14 Eastern Mediterranean 

Arabic writing 

Islam is the religion of a book: the Koran, 
the Holy Book of the Mahometans, recording 
the words of the Prophet. From these words 
the Arabs drew the strength which enabled 
them, with unparalleled speed and, in_ a vic­
torious march that recalls the campa1gns of 
Alexander the Great, to conquer a large part 
of the contemporary world, bringing to for­
eign peoples the Koran and with it the Arab 
language and the Arab script, which to some 
extent became a world script. Before Islam, 
the Arabs had used a very simple, artless 
utility script which, like the writing of the 
other Semites, went from right to left; it 

a somewhat stiff, angular and ponder~us 
script with many convolutions, probably .m­
tended originally for inscriptions but wh1ch 
none the less lent on impressive dignity to 
parchment manuscripts of the Koran be­
tween the 7th and 1Oth centuries (see: in (a) 
the inscriptions on the bonners; (b) the sepa­
rate line next to the ornament; (f) line 1; (g) 
20th century, perhaps influenced by Western 
grotesque). Side by side with Kufic there grew 
up from the early Arabic utility script refered 
to above the slender, rounded and often 
graceful Noskh (a and f, third line), the pro­
genitor of many other scripts such as the 
very regular and beautiful ThOith (d, e: the 
well-known Throne Verse, Sura 2 of the 
Koran, v. 256, and f, second line). Maghribi, 
or the 'western' script, stems directly from 
Kufic and seems to have come from Koi­
rouon, Tunisia, in the lOth century (b). We 
con here give only a few examples out of 
the multitude of scripts existing, but refe­
rence must be made to Shikeste (f, seventh 
line), a very forceful script made up of on 
almost inextricable tangle of signs, which 
originated in Herot, in Persia, in the 17th 
century and recalls the Byzantine minuscule 
script employed in the 13th and 14th centu­
ries. Mention should also be mode of Rihoni 
(f, line 4), the 'sabre-blade' script, so-called 
because the letters break off with sabre­
sharpness. Finally, a colligraphist's splendid 
individual creation on a ceramic tile is shown 
in (c). 

is known to us through examples from the 
6th century. Because of the overwhelming 
importance which the Koran assumed in re­
ligion as in life, especially in the case of the 
Arabs with their religious zeal, the ideo 
spontaneously arose of clothing the Book of 
Books in a splendid calligraphic garment 
worthy of its high dignity, as witness the men­
tion of writing in the Book itself, where the 
68th Sura is entitled, 'The Pen'. A contributory 
factor was the prohibition of illustrations 
which, except in Persia (a) was very strict. 
Instead, the book was illustrated by the 
script, which developed into an ornament in 
its own right. In this way the calligraphers 
and the schools of writing which were set 
up at important places were spurred on 
to new discoveries and forms of writing, not 
only for the Koran which remained the focus 
for every type of calligraphic improvement, 
but also for epigraphic writing and for ar­
tistic objects and items of everyday use. Very 
soon after Islam had come into being, atten­
tion was directed towards fostering writing 
as an art; and one of the most amazing 
facts in world history of art and culture is 
the way in which the Arabs, Persians and 
Turks, in Asia, Indio and in the Maghreb 
(North Africa from Tripoli_ to Spain), from 
the 7th to the_ 17th centunes,. succeede~ in 

reducing an mnumeroble vonety of scnpts, 
~ith curves and convolutions in a lavish 

bundance of forms never equalled in any 
ather system of writing. From this mognifi­
~ent development, two scripts derived: Kufic, 

Arabic script has many notional verities: 
a 'The Meetings', written in Noskh, Persia, 

1237. 
b Moghribi script (Western Arabic). The 

ornamented line is written in Kufic. 
c Text from the Koran, on a glazed tile, 1812. 
d Monogram of Sultan Abd ui-Medjid. 

About 1850. 
e Text from the Koran, in ThOith (SOlOs), 

1925. 
f Table showing various Arab scripts used 

in Turkey untill928. 
g Profession of the Islamic faith, in Kufic 

(modern era). 
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15 India and East Asia 

Scripts of India, Tibet and East Turkestan 

A few decades ago, an unknown civilization 
was suddenly brought to light in the Indus 
Volley which doted from the third millen~ 
nium B.C., prior to the Aryan immigration. 
It has analogies with the primitive civiliza­
tions of the Near East, but was of indepen­
dent formation. The bronze plaques and seals 
unearthed bear inscriptions which are partly 
pictographic and portly linear, and are prob­
ably a mixture of phonetic and ideographic 
signs. The representations of local animals 
(a, b) and mythological scenes (c, d) accom~ 
ponying the inscriptions already display a 
degree of graphic simplification indicative of 
0 long tradition. Any connexion with later 
Indian scripts is extremely doubtful. It is all 
the more surprising to find an analogy be­
tween a number of the characters and those 
of the writing found on Easter Island, in the 
Pacific (see panel 4 g). So for, it has not 
proved possible,. b_y comparing_ the two, to 
determine the ong•n of the scnpt or to de­
cipher it. 

Indian scripts proper do not appear until 
two thousand years later, when there was a 
highly developed civilization in which the 
sacred texts of the Vedas had been orally 
transmitted for centuries. Even after writing 
had been introduced, the oral tradition was 
more highly rated than the written. Never­
theless, writing must have been widespread 
from the 5th century onwards. The Buddhist 
and Jainist religious leaders did much to 
propagate it in order to better im_plont their 
teachings, and the: cel_eb_rated K.ng Asoka 
1272-231 B.C.) hod onscnptrons from Buddhist 
ources carved on rock and on columns in 

s ublic places with the certitude that many 
~auld be able to read them (e). 

Writing was probably .ntroduced into India 
about 600 B.C. by_ tra~~:rs coming from 
places where Aram~1c wnt.ng (see panel 12) 
was in use. Aroma•~ w~s c:'t that time the 
language of commun•c_at•on .n _the Near East. 
The fact that the onc1e~t l~d1an scripts ore 
written towards the left 1n~1cat~s- their Semi~ 
tic origin. In the m_otley l1ngu•st•~ world of 
the Indian sub-cont1ne~t, two ma 1or groups 
of writing emerged dunng the course of cen-

furies, one in the north and one in the south, 
whose alphabets showed innumerable varia­
tions yet all originated in BrJhmi writing 
(o) (see genealogical table of phonemes). The 
ancient Kharoshthi script (f) co-existed with 
Brahmi but was later supplanted by it. 

The fragility of the materials used for writ­
ing-birch bark in the north one palm leaves 
in the south, the tropical climate, and the 
devastation caused by wars explain why so 
few ancient manuscripts have been preserved. 
The leaves of these ancient manuscripts 
were perforated and bound bv a cord be­
tween two boards. Paper was i'ntroduced by 
the Moslems, during the Mogul period. 

The influence of Indian civilization and 
religion made Indian writings known very 
early to distant peoples. For example Gupta 
writing, a variation of ancient ~rahmi which 
?ates from the 4th century C. E, reappeared 
m the 6th century in East Turkestan in cursive 
form (k). Tibetan writing (1, m, n, a,) also 
derives from an Indian source, probably in 
a roundabout way via the Turkestan man· 
asteries where the most ancient manuscripts 
in Tibetan writing, dating frorr the 8th and 
9th centuries, were found. In any case it 
was during the period of Buddhistic evan­
gelization that the Tibetans ado::~red it. 

In India itself, a script derivin~ from Gupta 
became widespread during the 9th century: 
Nagari (now called Deva-nagari). It is char­
acterized by the long horizontal stroke on 
top (see the variant, Gujarati, without the 
upper bar, g). It served in particular for the 
purpose of recording the imme1se volume of 
Sanskrit religious literature. An attempt has 
recently been made to standardize Deva­
nagori. 

a, b, c,d 
Non-deciphered characters an seal im­
prints._ Among the signs, representations 
of an1mals and mythical p~rsonages. In­
dus Valley Civilization, thi·d millennium 
B.C. 

e Sample of ancient Brohmi :;cript. Inscrip­
tion of King Asoka on a column at 
Delhi-Topra, about 253-250 &.C. 

The most ancient surviving Indian manu­
script. Inscription in Kharashthi on beech 
bark. Beginning of the Buddhist text 
'Dhormopodo' (The way of the low). [TO· 
ken from The Ghandori Dharmopoda, by 
John Brough, Oxford University Press.] 
Manuscript in Gujarati, 18th century. Va­
riety of Nagari, derived from the Bengali 
alphabet. 
Nuptial stole from Mysore, 16th century, 
in Telugu, the script most widespread in 
Southern India. [Musee Guimet, Paris.] 
Sanskrit manuscript, in Grantha script, 
which was that generally favoured for 
writing Sanskrit in Sou~hern India. [Bib­
liotheque Nationale, Pam.] 
Business text from East Turkestan; Sakes 
script, a variety of the G~pta script of 
central Asia. The Gupta scnpt originated 
in India. [British Museum, london.] 
Woodcut for printing, from Tibet (the in­
scriptions are cut in revers~)- Sacred for­
mulae, with a figure of a wmged horse. A 
type of writing of Indian origin. [Musee 
Guimet, Paris.] . 

m Mystic monogram from _TJbet. 'Om mani 
padme hum' in the lnd1an lanka script. 
[Musee Guimet, Paris.] 

n Tibetan writing. [Westdeutsche Biblio­
thek, Morburg.J 

0 Page of a Tibetan bock printed in four 
languages: Chines_e, Sans~rit, Tibetan, 
Mongol. [Musee Gu1met, Pans.] 

Charts [National Museum, New Delhi]: 
1-3 

Genealogical table s_howing the develop­
ment of the letters a, 1, v. 

Development of writing in Northern India 
East Turkestan and Tibet. ' 





16 India and East Asia 

Scripts of Indo-China and Indonesia 

It was towards the beginning of the Chris­
tian era that Indian traders introduced 
their systems of writing into the seaports of 
Indo-China. With the spread of Buddhism, 
the Pali script, in which the sacred texts were 
written, became the basis for the local scripts 
of Burma, Laos, and Cambodia, whereas in 
India, where it originated, it disappeared 
completely, side by side with Buddhism. 
Buddhism first spread in this area in the 
south Burmese kingdom of Man and, from 
there, moved towards the north, towards Pa­
gan, on the Irrawaddy, carrying with it the 
Pali script (a, -b, c). The scripts of Cambodia, 
Laos and Thailand, which had a common 
origin, became clearly differentiated from 
one another in the course of history (h, i, k). 

The elegant Kavi ('poetry') script of old 
Kavi Javanese (I, m), the most ancient docu­
ment of which dates from 732 C. E., also 
derives from Indian writing. 

In the Batak alphabet (from central Suma­
tra) (n), the Kavi signs become angular, pos­
sibly because they were written on polished 
bark. The remotest point at which scripts of 
the Indonesian type appeared was in the 
Philippines (o). 

0 Ancient lapidary inscription in Pyu script. 
South Burma. [Lithograph provided by 
Professor Karow, Frankfurt-om-Main.] 
Lapidary inscriptions on the pillar of 
Myozedi, Burma, with inscriptions in four 
languages. Middle of the 9th century C. E. 

b Pyu writing, the most ancient document 
known in Poli script. 

c Burmese writing; the most ancient docu­
ment known in this type of writing, which 
also derives from the Poli script. 
[Lithographs supplied by Professor Karow, 
Frankfurt-am-Main.] 

d Magic figures in a Thai inscription from 
Kiang-Mai (North Th?ilan~); to serve as 
a protection of the c1ty. [Lithograph from 
Auguste Povie, Mission Pavie, lndochine, 
1879-1895. Etudes diverses, Vol. II, Paris, 
1898.] 
Burmese manuscript on palm leaves; ex­

e t act from the Jataka stories. [Musee 
r . ] 

Guimet, Pons. 

Manuscript with magic figures and an 
inscription in the sacred Mul script. Cam­
bodia. [Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.] 

g Manuscript in Thai script; extract; from the 
Ramakien (Ramayana) epic, Thailand. 
Left: the demon carries off the princess. 
Right: the monkeys fight the demon. 
[Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.] 

h, i, k 
Beginning of the story 'Twelve girls' in: (h) 
Cambodian, (i) Laotian and (k) Thai lan­
guage and script. [Extract from Auguste 
Pavie, Mission Pavie, lndochine, 1879-1895. 
Etudes diverses, Vol. I, Paris, 1898.] 
Manuscript in Javanese script; extract 
from the Ramayana epic. [Musee de 
I'Homme, Paris.] 

m Manuscript in Javanese writing, in the 
Balinese language, on palm leaves. [Bib­
liotheque Nationale, Paris.] 

n Inscription an bamboo in Buhil writing, 
Philippines. [Musee de !'Homme, Paris.] 

Charts 

1 Development of writing in South India, 
Ceylon, Indo-China and Indonesia. 
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17 India and East Asia 

Chinese characters 

The significance of the Chinese character 

(tzu ':t ) for the whole of the culture of the 

Far East is tremendous. It is more than a simple 
sign: it represents an entire word, a concept; 
and by virtue of its content and its form, it 
has both a philosophical and an artistic 
value, as. a symbol and an image. This is 
why so much importance is attached in the 
Far East to writing and to the written word. 
From time immemorial, manuscript verses 
have been considered as precious gifts at 
New Year and on the occasion of family 
festivals. All sorts of objects-chopsticks, 
swords, vases and even way-side rocks-are 
ornamented with inscriptions. It is known that 
at one time every town and village in China 
had its 'pagoda of compassion for charac­
ters' a building in which scraps of written 
paper were burnt in order to spare them 
an ignominious end. As an image, the 
Chinese character is both ideographic and 
pictographic but since its development was 
completed-a very long time ago-it is no 
longer figurative and only indicates, stylisti­
cally, the essential of what it has to express. 
Was it even originally figurative? It is impos­
sible to say, since no document has yet been 
found in confirmation. The oldest signs 
known are those on oracle bones (chic ku 

wen f*__t_ ), dating from the Shang or Yin 

Dynasty (1766-1122 B.C. or, according to the 
revised chronology, 1523-1028 B.C.). 

0 Characters written on oracle bones (rub­
bings) from the Anyang excavations. 
[From: The Yin-Shang-Site at Anyong, 
Nanking, 1946.] 
Animal bones and tortoise-shells were 
pierced and suspended over a fire until 
cracks appeared, which were fashioned 
by soothsayers into signs which they 
read. Although still more or less real­
istic, these signs already have an abstract 
linear construction, partly conditioned 
by the crocks themselves. The second sign 
from the bottom on the rubbing (on the 
right) can be clearly seen to represent 

the moon: }j . The regular sign for the 

word 'moon' Jj (yiieh) has on the whole 

retained the same structure. 
b Two verses written in oracle bone charac­

ters by Yen-YO-seng, a contemporary 
scribe, painter and poet. [From: Chi­
ang Yee, Chinese Calligraphy, London, 
1938-54.] 
On the modern manuscript, the linear 
design and image is clearly outlined-in 
particular, the tiger (fifth sign in the third 
column, from above). Yen YO-seng was 
able to use oracle characters as a form 
of artistic expression without exposing 
himself to the charge of archaicism since, 
in the Far East, once a form has been 
invented, it continues to be available and 
utilizable even if it has not been used for 
some time. 

c' Bronze vase of the Shang Dynasty. [From: 
Hentze, Bronzegeri:it, Kultbauten, Reli­
gion im i:iltesten China der Shang-leit, 
Antwerp, 1951.] 
The later phase of development of 
Chinese characters can be seen from num­
erous ancient bronze objects. On this 
bronze vase, regularly repeated charac­
ters are used as ornaments. 

C2 Bronze bell, Chou Dynasty {1122-255 B.C). 
[Musee Guimet, Paris.] 
Other bronze objects, and especially 
swords and bells, • bear inscriptions in 
ancient characters derived from those of 
oracle bones. These characters are also 

called ku-wen ( "ii~ ), a name often ex­

tended to all forms of writing prior to the 
seal scripts. The latter were not essentially 
different from ku-wen but rather represent 
a synthesis of their different variations. 
Lapidary inscriptions were already known 
during the Chou Dynasty. 

d Rubbing of an inscription an a p'on vase 
belonging to the San family, Chou Dy­
nasty. [From: Chiang Yee, op. cit.] 
At this first stage of their development, 
the relatively simple signs of the oracle 
bones hove already become more com­
plete and graphic through combination 

and abstraction. The Great Seal script 

(t'a chuan A1<,) developed later on this 
basis. 

e Rubbing of part of a t'a chuan inscrip­
tion on the drum of a column. [From: 
Chiang Yee, op. cit.] 
T'a chuan writing. The lines are already 
elegant, with aesthetic elaboration, often 
by means of parallel duplication. These 
'stone drum' inscriptions (shih ku wen 

::{;ftt), dating from the Chou Dynasty, 

are considered to be the most ancient 
Chinese lapidary inscriptions. 
In 221 B.C., the Chou Dynasty, which 
was based on Confucianism, was finally 
eliminated by the rulers of the Ch'in Em­
pire. The new sovereign, Ch'in Shih Hu­
ang-ti, who ruled despotically and united 
China, is remembered with his minister, 

Li Szu, not only for having burned the 

books of Confucius but also for hav­
ing devised a simplified form of writing 
known as Small Seal or hsiao chuan 

(JJ-.!Jwhich,reduced to a system of3,000 

signs, was henceforward to be the script 
mainly used by schoolboys and students. 
Li Szu is also credited with the first utili­
zation of a method which combined picto­
graphic with phonetic signs. 
Rubbing of an epigraphic inscription in 
the I Mountains by Hsu Hsuan, Southern 
T'ang Dynasty (618-906 C.E.). [From : 
Chiang Yee, op. cit.] 
The hsiao chuan characters invented by 
Minister Li Szu are particularly clearly 
outlined in this copy. The two styles are 
not very different, and as far as is con­
sistent with artistic freedom, they often 
merge. 

g Extract from an essay written by Chao 
Chin Chien, statesman during the Ch'ing 
Dynasty (1644-1912). [From: Chiang Yee, 
op. cit.] 
The relations between the two forms of 
seal characters are clearly visible. The 
seal characters gave rise to the seal, 
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which even nowadays still bears charac­
ters of this type and is used for signatures. 

h' Seal affixed to the famous water-colour 
'Li T'ai Po' of Liang K'ai (1140-1210). 
[From: D. Seckel, Einfuhrung in die Kunst 
Ostasiens, Munchen, 1960.] 

h' Seal engraved on jade. [Musee Guimet, 
Paris.] 
The highly stylized seal characters are 
carefully designed to fit into a square, 
oval or circle, and are angular and sepa­
rate, or envelop each other, or are ar­
ranged vertically. The ancient seal char­
acters are barely discernible. 
Bamboo tablets, covered with writing and 
bound. [From: Bokubi, review devoted to 
calligraphy, Kyoto.] 
Writing material originally consisted of 
bamboo tablets or boards which could 
be bound together to form 'books·, and 
of a kind of wooden stylus. 

18 India and East Asia 

Chinese characters 

The seal (chuan) characters m Chinese 
writing, with their sinuous ornamentation, 
were still too difficult for the daily needs of 
scholars and officials. During the Han 
Dynasty (206-220 B.C) which followed the 
Chou Dynasty, the superintendant of prisons, 

Ch'eng Miao invented 'official li shu' ( }*1;) 
writing, allegedly in order to simplify prison 
administration; according to another version, 
Ch'eng Mica worked out the li shu system 
while he was himself in prison. The ap­
pearance of li shu has also been explained 
by the fact that ignorant slaves and officials 
over-hastily educated to meet the existing 
demand had 'corrupted· hsiao chuan through 
their lack of artistic sense. In any case, it is 
from li shu that the basic forms still in com· 
man use today derive. These forms resulted 
from various changes, the first represented 

by pa-fen (J''-Jr), which was very close to 

li shu and which probably developed thanks 
to the invention of the fine brush. 

a Hsu ta fu chieh: text in li shu by Chen 
Man Sheng, a writer of the Ming Dynasty 
(1368-1644). [From: Chiang Yee, Chinese 
Calligraphy, London, 1938-54.] 
In this sample of li shu in the style of 
the Northern Wei Dynasty (386-535), the 
trend towards systematizing and highly 
stylizing the characters can be clearly 
seen. Their width, in contrast to the round­
ed seal characters, gives them an angular 
and somewhat stiff appearance. 

There ore various theories concerning 
the origin and mode of combination of 
the individual signs, which are very rarely 
formed of a single symbolic image and 
are generally constituted by two main 
elements: the radical and the phonetic. 
Six ways in which compound signs were 
formed have nevertheless been distin· 
guished: (1) the indicative or self-expla-

natory, e.g., ·sun· 0 > f); 'man', represen­

ted by the spinal column and the hand 

~ > }.._; (2) the ideographic, for expressing 

abstract ideas, e.g., ·above' j_ > J:. or 'be­

low'T >- T; (3) ideographic combination, 

e.g., 'belief' -/'2; , a character formed by 

the sign for 'man' 1 and the sign for 

'word' 't; (4) analogy, i.e., represen­

ting words having similar pronunciation 

by similar sounds, e.g., lai 'f ('withered 

cereal') becomes lai *- 'to come'; (5) com­
bination of form and pronunciation, of 
sense and sound-the way in which 
60 per cent of all Chinese signs since the 
Chou Dynasty have been formed, e.g., 
wen 1:-, which originally meant 'crossing·, 
took on the sense of 'ornament' and 
then of 'literature', but to distinguish wen 
meaning 'literature', the sign for 'silk 

thread' ~- was added to the sign for 

wen meaning 'ornament' ~~ ; (6) slightly 
differentiating, in writing- two words ha­
ving a similar pronunciation and a simi-

lar meaning, e.g., heng, 1 ('to prosper') 
-l-

becomes hsiang .,3- ('to enjoy') merely 
by adding a stroke. 

The three usual forms of Chinese char­
acters derive from li shu after passing 

through intermediary forms. T'sao shu Jf- "t 
or 'grass' script derives from chang t'soo 
shu, which was the cursive form of li shu 
during the Han Dynasty (206-220 B.C)_ 
Chang means 'essay' and t'sao means 
'grass' but also 'draft', so that chang t'soo 
could also mean 'draft essay'. Like chong 
t'sao shu, t'sao shu (the development of 
which continued into the Wei Dynasty 
(220-265), is a fluid, rounded writing in 
which the signs often run into each other. 
A second form of cursive, the hsing shu 

or current writing (~·'t"$J, originated almost 

at the same time as the 'clerkly hand' 

k'ai shu ( ~$ ). Hsing shu was created at 

the beginning of the Wei Dynasty and 
k'ai shu towards its end. Hsing shu is 
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18 India and East Asia 

Chinese characters (cont.) 

b 

c 

d 

e 

semi-cursive, and very close to k'ai shu. 
The latter is easier to identify: the num­
ber of strokes is clearly visible and the 
forms are drawn with precision. Hsing 
shu and k' ai shu later underwent a com­
mo., development, so that almost every 
k'ai shu sign has a corresponding hsing 
shu sign. According to other theories, 
k'ai shu developed before hsing shu. 
In any case, the development was rapid. 
The invention of paper in the 2nd century 
C. E. greatly facilitated the advancement 
of writing. 
Extract from an autobiography, by the 
monk Huai Su, an expert in t'sao shu, 
dating from the T'ang Dynasty (618-906). 
(From: Chiang Yee, op. cit.] 
Huai Su is supposed to have been par­
ticularly fond of wine, and to have written 
t'sao shu best when drunk. Reduced to 
poverty, he soon had no money left for 
buying paper, and so he planted banana 
trees around his cottage in order to use 
their leaves to write on. 
Feng Shu-t'ieh, text by Wang Hsi-chih; 
manuscript in hsing shu written during 
the 4th century C. E. [From: Chiang Yee, 
op. cit.] 
In contrast to t'sao shu, which often 
links separate signs, the signs here are 
kept apart, but their structure is fluidly 
and flexibly rendered. 
Extract from a letter by Chung-Yu, Wei 
Dynasty, in k'ai shu. [From: Chiang Yee, 
op. cit.] 
K' ai shu in its infancy. Each stroke of 
the characters can be distinguished-a 
particularly useful feature in official cor­
respondence. This writing provides the 
basis for present-day type-script. 
Development of the characters for 'sun', 
·moon', 'tiger· and 'receive' (right to left). 
[From: Chiang Yee, op. cit.] 
1 n the course of its development, the sign 
for 'sun· departs somewhat from the 
direct symbol: a circle with a point in the 
centre. In the sign for 'tiger', an animal 
with head, claws and tail can be clearly 
recognized, but by linear abstraction this 

soon becomes a mere skeleton, made still 
more evident by rotation through an 
angel of 90°, i.e., by being brought 
around to the vertical. 

f Chi Pai-shih, comtemporary Chinese pain­
ter; date and signature on one of his 
water colours. This figure shows that, in 
tracing Chinese characters, the brush 
should be held vertically, and the point 
delicately applied to the paper. The stroke 
is then rapidly drawn, light or heavy ac­
cording to the structure of the character, 
and the brush is raised after the pressure 
has been increased or diminished. 

g Brush, stone and ink. The most simple 
instrument for drawing Chinese charac­
ters. A little water is placed in the hollow 
in the stone and the moistened brush is 
rubbed on a Chinese ink tablet. The brush 
is composed of a handle made of bam­
boo or lacquered wood, which holds bad­
ger hairs of different thicknesses, flexible 
or hardened by a stiffener. 

h, i, k 
Poetry in k'ai shu, hsing shu and t'sao shu 
(right to left). The same text written by 
Dr. Tsung-tung Chang in the characters 
most currently used today in the Far East. 
The processes of simplification from the 
print characters to ordinary cursive is 
visible. 



19 India and East Asia 

Influence of Chinese characters 

It IS . very understandable that China's 
great Intellectual feat in elaborating its own 
form of .,. h 1 . wn mg s ou d have had repercus-
Sions out~ide the Chinese linguistic area. A 
whole senes of peoples in the Far East have 
?dopted the Chinese characters in whole or 
In J?Ort, or ha~e drawn upon them in evolving 
thhe_1r own scnpt. The most important country 
w ~ch at a very early stage adopted the 
~hmese characters is Japan; the exact date 
IS unknown, but it was probably during the 
4th. century C. E. Chinese annals for the 
penod speak of messages from the Emperor 
of _Japan to the Emperor of China written in 
Chmese. The first known example of Japa­
nese writing, although not conserved in 
~anuscript form, dates from 712 C. E. This 
IS the Kojiki, the oldest Japanese historical 
work. But the simple adoption of Chinese 
ch~ract~rs was not sufficient for Japanese, 
wh1ch IS a polysyllabic agglutinative lan­
guage, whereas Chinese is monosyllabic. 
Japanese required syllabic characters which 
wo~ld indicate grammatical inflexions pho­
netically. During the 8th century, an attempt 
was first made to obtain this result using the 
manyo gana, a script in which the Chinese 
ch~racters are used according to their pho­
nehc values. It derives its name from the 
manyo-shu, the oldest Japanese lyrical col­
lection, in which it is employed. During the 
9th century, a form derived from the Chinese 
'grass' characters t'sao shu (in Japanese 
s6shu), the so-gana, a phonetic syllabic writ­
ing, later called hiragana, was used to indi­
cate grammatical inflexion. This form of 
writing later acquired great importance for 
specifically Japanese calligraphy. 

a Table of syllables in hiragana, showing 
the evolution of three syllabic characters. 
[From: D. Nagoya, Nihon Bunganku Dai­
jiten) 

The fifty-one syllables are classified 
vertically by their a, i, u, e, and o vowels 
and horizontally by the initial conso­
nants ka, sa, Ia, no, ha, yo, ra and wa. 
The column on the right shows the evolu­
tion of the syllables a, o, and ki from the 

Chinese characters an ('peace'), yu 'with', 
'on', 'at') and chi ('how much'). . 

b Table of syllables in katakana, wtth ex­
amples of the evolution of three syllabic 
characters. [From: D. Nagoya, op. cit.] 
Katakana was invented during the 9th 
century as a derivative from the Chinese 
k'ai shu, probably as a sort of priest's 
shorthand designed to facilitate reading 
for students. The table is set out in the 
same way as for hiragana. The characters 
ora more angular, and are mainly em­
ployed nowadays for foreign words. 

c A young Japanese practising hiragana. 
The exercise is carried out on large 
sheets of paper with a big brush and, no 
doubt, plenty of enthusiasm. In the 
schools, the kana characters were, and 
generally still are, learned first. The form 
of writing which the Japanese language 
called for was obtained by combining 
kana syllabic characters with Chinese 
characters (known as kanji, in Japanese). 

China also had a great influence on 
the civilization of Korea. After the Chi­
nese had founded the flourishing colony 
of Lo-Lang (1 08-313) on the territory of 
the Korean State of Kokuryo and intro­
duced literature and writing to the Kore­
ans, Chinese became the written language 
of Korea, with Korean, which differs very 
considerably from Chinese in grammar 
and syntax, remaining as a vernacular for 
communication. An attempt was also 
made in Korea to use the Chinese charac­
ters phonetically, and this led to the in­
vention of the idu script, very few traces 
of which remain. It was not until 1440, at 
the beginnung of the Yi Dynasty (1392-
1910) that han-gul, a phonetic alphabet, 
was devised. In construction, it has nothing 
in common with Chinese although there 
are certain similarities in respect of its 
linear arrangement and in the rhythm of 
the writing. Later, texts were also written 
by combining Korean syllables with Chi­
nese characters, more or less along the 
lines of the Japanese system. The inven­
tion of Korean syllabic writing was pre-

ceded in 1403 by printing with movable 
metal types. (Gutenberg was just three 
years old at the time!) 

d Example of ancient printing in Korean 
characters, with a Chinese glossary. [From: 
0. Karow, Frankfurt a. M.] 
It can be clearly seen that the writing 
is based on combinations of small rods, 
a system attributed to King Set-jong; the 
inventor could not entirely forget the 
forms of Chinese characters, however, as 
can be seen particularly by the vertical 
arrangement of the characters. According 
to another story, King Set-jong came to 
his invention by seeing the shadows 
thrown by window-frames. 

e, f, g 
Three different forms of Korean writing. 
[From: 0. Karow.] . 
The small-rod writing soon gave r_1se 
to three different forms of script wh1ch 
may be called cursive, semi-cursive c:nd 
'clerkly'. In south and south-east Ch1na 
there were and still are ethnic groups 
whom the Chinese called the 'Southern 
Barbarians'. They have not yet been 
thoroughly studied, and are at a rather 
primitive stage of civilization but _h_ave 
nevertheless evolved their own wnt~ng, 
more or less under the influence of Chlnd 
The inhabitants include the Miao, relate 
to the Yao, mountain shepherds ~ho 
form an ancient Mongoloid popula~~n 
that has some European features: h e 

h is vocabulary of their language, w IC 
called Thai-Chinese, does not see_m to 
have anything in common with Chl~ese, 
but the writing has analogies with Chinese 

cursive. Lo-lo, 
A larger group is formed by the h 
together with the Lisu, the Lahu, the Ak .0 

and the Mo-so. These are also mountain 
h d as far as shepherds who ave spree . 

Thailand and the borders of India. It h1s 
mainly the scripts of the Lo-lo and 1 e 
Mo-so which are known. 

h' Lo-lo text with ideographic symbols. 
[Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris.] 
Originally, Lo-lo symbols were almost 



19 India and East Asia 

Influence of Chinese characters (cont.) 

exclusively ideographic, but they are now 
used phonetically. Only certain funda­
mental forms appear to have o-very 
distant-resemblance to Chinese charac­
ters. The Mo-so, who inhabit the area be­
tween the Blue River and the Mekong, 
devised a very original script in which 
hieroglyphic signs and syllables are com­
bined. The hieroglyphics form two groups: 
pictograms for designating animals and 
objects, and ideograms for abstract ideas. 
The syllabic signs, which are mainly used 
as phonetics, were derived from Chinese 
characters, ancient or modern, and from 
scme Tibetan characters or corresponding 
pictograms. 

h1 Mo-so text in hieroglyphic-ideographic 
writing with syllabic correspondences. 
[From: Bacot, Les Mo-so, Leiden, 1913.] 
This is one of the frrst texts so glossed. 

A form of the Chinese character _l >_l::_ 

('above·) repeatedly appears alongside the 
almost realistic pictograms. A script consi­
derably closer to the Chinese was that of 
a people who have since disappeared, 
the Tanguts, who came from the north 
and conquered the northwest part of the 
Chinese province of Szechuan. By skilful 
politics they made themselves independent 
of the Chinese Sung Dynasty (960-1279) 
and founded the Ta-Hsia or Hsi-Hsia 
(Great Hsia or Western Hsia) Empire 
(1038-1227, which was destroyed in 1227 
by a punitive expedition under Genghis 
Khan. On the initiative of the Emperor 
L1 Yuan Hao, a national script based on 
(h,nese was devised for the Tangut ad­
min,strative language in 1038. Genghis 
Khan destroyed practically everything, 
and it was not until the 19th century that 
European experts found the remains of 
this vanished civilization: some lapidary 

1nscriptions and then, among other things, 
a rich library which included woodprints, 
found in a stupo at Karo Khoto on the 
River Etsingol. The grammar and phone­
tiCS of the language have not yet been 
properly elucidated. 

Tangut text, Hsi-Hsia Empire. [From: 0. 
Karow.] 
The characters, although composed of 
separate strokes, can hardly be regarded 
as Chinese; the frequent repetition of 
small series of strokes is particularly strik­
Ing. 
In north-east Mongolia, the K'itans or 
Khitans have been known since the 5th 
century. In 907 they founded their own 
dynasty and, after conquering certain 
parts of northern China, adopted the 
Chinese name of Liao in 937. Between 
1114 and 1125, this State was almost en­
tirely destroyed by the Nuchen or Kin; 
the remainder were conquered by the 
Mongols in 1218. An occupying power 
and ruling dynasty in northern China, they 
soon adopted the Chinese civilization 
but, utilizing or drawing upon Chinese 
elements, they devised their own writing, 
known mainly by funerary inscriptions. 

k K'itan or Liao text. [From: 0. Karow.] 
This text has not yet been deciphered. 
Despite the resemblance to Chinese writ­
ing, it cannot be read as Chinese. It is 
probably not purely ideographic ond in­
cludes syllabic characters. 
The Nuchen or Kin, a Tungus people, 
founded their own dynasty in 1115. They 
subsequently conquered the K'itans of 
northern China and then the Chinese 
Sung Dynasty (Northern Sung) in 1126, 
and established their supremacy in the 
area. In 1233 they were destroyed by 
Ogdoi, the successor of Genghis Khan. 
Their power was mainly political and 
their culture was considerably influenced 
by Chinese techniques; nevertheless, a 
Nuchen writing did come into being. 
Nuchen text, from o petition. [From: W. 
Grube.] Still more clearly than the others, 
this text shows Chinese elements and 
even some purely Chinese characters. It 
cannot, however, be read as Chinese, as 
the elements are used with syllabic value. 
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20 India and East Asia 

Chinese calligraphy 

Once Chinese characters had acquired 
their full individuality, i.e., at the latest with 
to chuan, the Great Seal writing, they were 
considered and used as elements of artistic 
creation. Texts and individual characters were 
drawn as works of art whose meaning har­
monized with the form. A favourite practice 
was to write texts, poetry, and particularly 
dedications, on paintings. The forms of the 
characters and the lines of the painting com­
bine naturally and often pass into one ano­
ther. Once invented, all forms of writing 
could be used at any time. The old masters 
were admired, their works were studied 
and drawn upon without being imitated. A 
significant branch of painting with Chinese 
ink-particularly important for the manner 
in which illustration and writing combine-is 
Zen painting, which originated in connexion 
with Zen philosophy. 

a The Zen priest Tan-hsia, by Yin-T'o-Lo; 
drawing in Chinese ink. About 1300, with 
an epigraph by Ch'u Shih. The characters 
are often independent of the drawing and 
it is not unusual to find they are by ano­
ther hand. They are, however, associated 
as an additional figurative motif to the 
design even when the latter is practically 
realistic in execution. [From: R. Hempel, 
Zenga, Munchen, 1960.] 

b The main hall of the Temple of Fang 
Chang': mounted specimen of calli­
graphy by Chang Ch'i-ch'ih. The charac­
ters are here solemn and severe, in keeping 
with the gravity of the subject. From the 
early 13th century (Southern Sung Dyna­
sty). [From: Bokubi, review devoted to 
calligraphy, Kyoto.] 
Autobiographical note by the celebrated 
(sao master Huai-su. The characters are 
full of dynamic and personal expression, 
free of conventions. Written at the end 
of the 8th century (T'ang Dynasty). The 
association is still more striking when 
the drawing is in a free, practically ab­
stract style. [From: Bokubi, review devoted 
to calligraphy, Kyoto.] 
Waterfall at Lu-Shan by Yu-Chien. The 

dark masses of the rounded mountains 
contrast with the lightness of the charac­
ters, which act as a kind of photographic 
screen. [From: Bokubi, review devoted to 
calligraphy, Kyoto.] 
As the following examples show, images 
can combine with characters in many 
ways. 

e A page from Tseng Yen-tung. Combina­
tion of text and figurative drawing. The 
characters form a space into which the 
figure seems to cram itself, and the virile 
strokes of the figure have something calli­
graphic about them. Written under the 
Ch'ing Dynasty (1664-1912). [From: Chiang 
Yee, Chinese Calligraphy, London, 1938-54.] 
Calligraphy by Yueh-Chiang Ch'eng-Yin, 
mounted on a scroll. The k'ai shu charac­
ters, flexible but strong, contrast harmo­
niously with the purple and gold-shot silk 
of the scroll. Such calligraphic works were 
hung up in a room in the same way as 
paintings of landscapes or flowers. 

g Poem by Yang Fa (rubbing). Written in a 
charming mixture of li shu and ku wen 
characters. [From: Chiang Yee, op. cit.] 

h Poem by Hsing T'ung, mounted on a 
scroll. Written in the 16th century (Ming 
Dynasty). Fluid t'sao shu characters give 
rhythmic form by means of oblique brush 
strokes fairly regularly distributed. 
Bamboo, by Hsiang Cheng Mo. Painting 
and calligraphy from the 17th century. 
The natural forms of the bamboo seem 
to be continued by the evocative lines 
of the t'sao shu characters. 
Writing and drawing can be associated in 
very many ways. They are nearly always 
developed together so as to form a whole 
-not so much because the characters are 
figurative as because, in East Asia, draw­
ing is akin to writing and writing is al­
ready an artistic form in itself. 
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21 India and East Asia 

Japanese calligraphy 

In Japan, as in China, calligraphy developed 
very rapidly. It was naturally influenced 
by Chinese forms, but soon found its own 
form and style, particularly after the inven­
tion of syllabic characters and especially of 
so-gena. 

In Japan also, of course, all the forms of 
writing remain available and are commonly 
used, but the specifically Japanese form of 
calligraphy is cursive (sosho, associated with 
so-gana). As in China, the kakemono, or 
scroll for hanging, and the makimono, or 
roll book or picture to be held in the hands, 
were both popular. Many of the makimonos 
are several metres long, and present the 
great works of Japanese literature abundant­
ly illustrated by designs which are often 
closely combined with the text to provide a 
unified image. That a great school of Zen 
painting also developed is easily under­
standable in a country where Zen philo­
sophy took such a hold. In Japanese homes 
-even modern ones whose internal arrange­
ment has had such an influence on modern 
interior decoration in the West-there is 
often a niche called the tokonoma, where 
a kakemono, illustrative of the art of calli­
graphy (sho in Japanese), is suspended. 
Again, characters are often written on sliding 
doors, on the tea service and on many other 
objects. And because Japan is a country 
which has been able, despite intensive indu­
strial development and post-war chaos, to 
revive its traditions and live again, it has 

Jso been possible to give new life to the 
~rt of sho, Japanese calligraphy. The modern 
masters of sho draw upon the works of the 
]7th century, enriching them from contempo­
rary experience. 

11 Justrated sutra; describing the life of 
0 Buddha. 8th century. In thi~ illustration, 

the Chinese characters relatmg the Sutra 
of ·past and present kar_ma' form a pede-
tal as it were, to the eprsode represented. 

(Fro'm: Japan-Ancient Buddhist Paint­
ings, Paris, Unesco, 1959 {Unesco World 
Art Series).] .. .. . 

b Story of Prince Genp (Genp-Monogatarr). 
Here the text forms a perfect union with 

the illustrations beneath. The flowing Ja­
panese sosho characters become images 
and the delicate forms of the landscape 
become signs, but both remain recogniz­
able even when they merge to form vib­
rant surfaces. This story of Prince Genji 
was written by an unknown master in the 
12th century. [From: Moriya, Japanische 
Malerei, Wiesbaden.] 

c The character for 'death', written by the 
great Zen philosopher Hakuin (1685-1768). 
Hakuin, who has a great influence on 
contemporary calligraphers, often wrote 
the sign for 'death'. Here he accompa­
nies it with an inscription: 'He who has 
penetrated this is beyond danger.' The 
association of character and image is 
closer in Zen painting than in any other. 
[From: Bokubi, review devoted to calli­
graphy, Kyoto.] 

d Rice pestle by Torei (1721-92). Painting in 
Chinese ink. Here the object, which has 
become a character, almost forms a single 
unit with the surrounding characters. 
[From: R. Hempel, Zenga, Munchen, 1960.] 

e Monk engaged in meditation, by Sengai 
(1750-1837). Painting in Chinese ink. The 
body is rendered by a calligraphic stroke. 
The surprising heaviness of the brushwork 
is deliberate, and is occasionally charac­
teristic of the style of Zen painting. [From: 
R. Hempel, op. cit.] 
Branch of a plum tree, and nightingale, 
by Hakuin (1685-1768). Painting in Chinese 
ink. The characteristic gnarled appear­
ance of the plum tree branch reappears 
in the style of the characters of the in­
scription on this sheet, painted by one of 
the principal masters of this style. Image 
and characters are smoothly combined. 
[From: R. Hempel, op. cit.] 

g 'The Way contains all things': religious 
dictum by Muso Soseki. This work of sho 
art, written at the beginning of the 13th 
century, is a good example of the ele­
gant and fluid writing that was also ex­
pertly practised in Japan. [From: Bokubi.] 

lr Makimono (roll-picture) by Sotatsu, with 
an inscription by Koetsu, 17th century. 

Two masters have combined to produce 
this work. The slender characters used for 
the 13th-century selection of poems by 
Shin-Kokin-shu emphasize the grace of 
the animals. From: L'art iaponais a tra­
vers les siec.'es, Paris, 1958.] 
Text by Gakutei. This text, written at the 
beginning of the 19th century, is a good 
example of the combination of kaisho 
(clerkly hand) and sosho characters. Con­
temporary masters are free to use all 
kinds of possibilities and styles, including 
the most free and relaxed; but despite 
all their freedom, they do not forget the 
fundamental form, kanii. [Musee Guimet, 
Paris.] 

k 'Return to the original kan', by Morita 
Shiryu, written in 1961: concentrated light­
nes [Exhibition 'Sense and Symbol', 
Darmstadt, 1962.] 
or, using the ancient characters on Chinese 
bronzes, 
Variation on an inscription by Nishikawa 
Yasushi, written in 1961 [Exhibition 'Sense 
and Symbol']. 
The Jiving spirit of old China. 
or 

m 'The Hero', by Inoue Yuichi, written 
in 1961: the discipline of kaisho (clerkly 
hand) in a modern, independent form, of 
almost monumental power. 
Writing in East Asia is an action of 
extraordinary importance and calligraphy 
is considered the supreme art. It is never­
theless open to anyone who has learned 
the characters. Hence in China, as in 
Japan, sho or calligraphy is taught from 
school age onwards. Many masters of 
sho live by teaching, and that certainly 
demands more than the hour a week de­
voted to it in the West. In Japan, these 
teachers have formed associations, and 
various periodicals are devoted entirely to 
their art. The sho associations organize at 
least two exhibitions a year, and the exhi­
bits are hotly discussed. [Exhibition 'Sense 
and Symbol'.] 
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22 India and East Asia 

The scripts of East Asia in everyday use 

In the Far East, where literature, philo­
sophy and calligraphy have attained so high 
a level, printing was also invented very early: 
in China in 590, in the form of printing from 
wood blocks. Movable type in clay and wood 
appeared around 1050, under the Sung Dynasty 
(960-1227); movable metal type was intro­
duced into China, towards the end of the 
Ming Dynasty (1368-1644), having been in­
vented by the Koreans (1390). Japan adopt­
ed the Chinese block printing method in the 
8th century. 

a Chinese printer·s case. This case differs 
little from an alphabetical character case; 
the characters used for titles con be seen. 

b Chinese book. Bound in the old-fashioned 
way used for block printing. The charac­
ters can be almost more striking than 
pictures; hence advertising in East Asia 
still relies mainly on the use of characters. 

c Restaurant signs in a street in Tokyo. The 
characters are transformed into images: 
the passers-by no longer read them, it is 
sufficient to grasp what they represent. 
[From: D. Keen, Living Japan, london.] 

d Street in Fuson, Korea. Advertisement ban­
ners inscribed in Korean, exactly similar 
to those found in many other East Asian 
cities. Block printing in colour is flourish­
ing in Japan, where it used to be regar­
ded as a popular art of little standing, but 
it had a great influence in the West. It, too, 
combines image and character. 

e Portrait of the poet Hitomaru, School of 
Hishikawa Moronobu, 17th-18th centuries. 
The poet is drawn, even to the face, with 
characters from one of his celebrated 
poems. [From: Collection Strauss-Neg­
bauer, Berlin, 1928.] 
Portrait of an actor, by Tomigawa Fusa-

bu 18th century. The portrait is framed 
no ' . 
b characters wh1ch follow the outline 

y d thus combine with it. [From: Col­
~n tion Strauss-Negbauer, Berlin, 1928.] 
~~dern seal by lkui Shikawa. The ancient 

g signs are still hus~d. In f mb~dde.rn bo
1 

ok-
. ting the tee n1que o 1n mg a one 

pnn ' h 
has been borrowed from t e West. [From: 

Bokubi, rev1ew devoted to calligraphy, 
Kyoto.] 

h Modern printing of a classical work I. 
Hiragana used in combination with kan;; 
as a guide in reading the latter in parti­
cularly difficult texts, as in this edition of 
the celebrated old tole Takeforitori-Mono­
gatari, the Tale of the Bamboo-Gatherer. 
[Verlag lwanomi, Tokyo.] 
Classical work II. Kanji, hiragana and 
katakana used horizontally, in combina­
tion, in association with latin characters, 
in a reference work on newspaper Japa­
nese [Asahi-Shimbun, Tokyo.) 
The designing of modern book covers 
has greatly developed in Japan in recent 
years, and has produced some interesting 
and very original results which depend 
mainly on the use of characters. 

k Modern book cover I, with the title in 
kanji and kana. The title is freely drawn 
but legible: /mo-nonungyo (Modern pup­
pets). [Verlag Nihon Keizai, Shimbun­
sha, Tokyo.] 
Modern book cover II, with inscription in 
kanji only. The rigid and uncompromising 
forms of the kanji script stand out on an 
elegant background, and the Arabic fig­
ures harmonize well with them. This is 
the cover of a modern music review issued 
by the Ongaku no tomo sha (Friends of 
Music Society, Tokyo). 
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23 Central and South America 

Pictograph writing in the Mexican cultural region 

Of the many civilizations which arose and 
declined successively or simultaneously in 
ancient Mexico, only the Aztec civilization 
evokes a clear picture in our minds. Like the 
Incas of Peru, the Aztecs come at the end of 
a long cultural development which abruptly 
ended in the fatal clash of two antagonistic 
worlds. The historic memory of these 'bar­
barians'-the last to arrive in the fertile 
upland valley of Mexico-goes back only a 
few centuries. 

The theocratic civilizations of the classical 
era and the creations of the pre-classical 
peoples who preceded the arrival of the 
Europeans are lost in the mists of pre-history. 
Only the grandiose ruins of such religious 
centres as Teotihuacan and Monte Alban 
have survived the destruction by war and 
relentless nature. The Aztecs believed that 
these pyramids were the legacy of one of the 
four worlds which had preceded their own; 
and it was not until the archaeologists of the 
present century began their excavations that 
the past eventually came to light. Scientists 
have assembled their finds, as it were, stone 
by stone, to reconstruct the mighty mosaic 
of the old 'New World', giving to nameless 
and script-less peoples the names of excava­
tion sites or of present-day provinces. Large 
parts of the mosaic are still missing and per­
haps always will be. 

The basis of the advanced civilizations of 
Central America was the cultivation of maize. 
Second in importance among man's food­
stuffs, maize enabled peoples who had 
hitherto lived by hunting and food-gathering 
to give up the nomadic way of life. Accord­
ing to the most recent research, the decisive 
hange took place between 5000 and 3500 

c ' 
B C. It became mans concern to burn down 

· d clear forests and to fix the time of sow­
?n The invisible and seemingly capricious rng. 
forces of r~ature we_re tr~n.sf_o!med into ab-
t act entitres, agrarran drvrnrtres demanding 

s.; s and sacrifices at fixed dates. From this 
rr :d to 'feed the gods' stems the calendar 
ned its symbols, created by an elite which 
~~pplanted ~he shr:mon~ and the medicine 
men with therr magrcal srgns. 

The oldest monuments with inscriptions­
the so-called donzontes (dancers)-date from 
the 7th century B.C. and were cut by a still 
unknown people. In style, the Monte Alban I 
images recall the Olmec civilization-also 
called the La Vento civilization-of the Gulf 
Coast. From this sub-tropical region comes 
the inscription with the oldest date so far 
deciphered, corresponding to 31 B.C. by our 
calendar. The people who left these monu­
ments have disappeared, but their achieve­
ments remain. The calendar, script and cer­
tain religious concepts survived among other 
peoples, who constantly sought to improve 
on what they had taken over. With the cal­
endar as with writing, the greatest improve­
ments were made by the Maya Indians (see 
panel opposite). The Mexican peoples (Zapo­
tecs, Totomacs, Toltecs, Mixtecs and, finally, 
Aztecs) never succeeded in getting away 
completely from natural models in their writ­
ing. 

The oldest stone monuments generally 
portray sequences of mythical or semi-mythi­
cal images. These are the immediate ances­
tors or possibly even the contemporaries of 
pictographic writings which have long dis­
appeared. 

The Mixtec civilization has left us the finest 
documents, folding books which take us 
back almost without a break to the 7th cen­
tury and contain the family trees of the 
rulers. The traditional myths of this moun­
tain people, endowed alike for the arts as 
for war, go back still further and tell us of 
semi-divine ancestors who emerged from a 
cave near Apoala-or from a tree, accord­
ing to another text-and begot the Mixtec 
people. 

The Aztecs-these parvenus, as H. D. 
Disselhoff so aptly calls them-adopted the 
form and technique of the Mixtec picto­
graph. When they first come to the central 
plateau they were no more than a small 
tribal group, poor and barely tolerated. But 
they proved to be like new wine in old 
bottles, and in less than two centuries they 
succeeded, partly by diplomacy and partly 
by force, in making almost all the peoples 

of Mexico their tributaries. And thus, for the 
first time in the history of ancient Mexico, 
writing was used in the service of economics, 
as it had been in the Old World since 3000 
B.C. With the Aztecs all that remained of 
the Mixtec pictograms: religious compositions 
with their shimmering colours and sensitive 
and strongly outlined forms, was in most 
cases a crude paraphrase. 

a, c 
Monte Alban steles, with the oldest 
inscriptions (about 500 B.C.); probably 
calendar reckonings. 

b,d 
Steles from the classical period (500-
1000 C. E.). Pyramid temples in the back­
ground. 

e Genealogy represented by footprints: 
'Four crocodiles', son of 'Eight stags­
tiger claw', and 'Thirteen snakes-flower 
snake'. (Note the number of spheres.) 
Chief 'Nine houses' goes to war and 
takes prisoners. 

g Indian illustrated manuscript (about 1500 
C. E.). The conquistador Cortes is received 
with presents. Legends in Aztec, written in 
Latin script. 





24 Central and South America 

Maya writing 

Almost two million Maya Indians still live 
in Mexico (Yucatan, Chiapas), in Guatemala 
and in the western parts of Honduras and El 
Salvador. Their ancestors were the represen­
tatives of the most flourishing of the great 
civilizations of the New World; but, for cen­
turies, the religious cities of the classical era 
(292-909 C. E.) remained abandoned in the 
uninhabited and impenetrable forests of 
Peten and Chiapas, buried under the de­
vouring vegetation of the tropical jungle. 

Architecture, sculpture and writing were 
entirely in the service of the theocratic re­
gime of the priestly princes, of the religion 
they had elaborated and of their calendar, 
which surpassed even our own in accuracy 
and regulated all the actions of everyday 
life. 

'These people use certain signs or letters 
in recording their ancient history and their 
doctrines in books. With the help of these 
letters, accompanied by drawings and fig­
ures, they understand history and get others 
to Jearn and understand it. We have found 
great numbers ~f these boo~s and, since they 
contained noth1ng that d1d not bear the 
mark of superstition and of the deceits of 
the devil, we burned them all, to the great 
regret and affliction of these people.' Re­
called to Spain, this is what Bishop Diego 
de Landa wrote in 1556 to justify his abuse of 
power, in his Relaci6n de las Cosas de 
Yucatan. The men of the Old World, brought 
up in the shadow of cathedrals and under 
the menace of a fanatical Inquisition, could 
carcely measure the immensity of the havoc 

5 a used by these auto-da-fes of books and 
~y the destructive zeal of pious missionaries. 
Only three of the_ many Maya books sur-

. d the devastat1on of a tropical climate 
y,ve f h I · · · d d the fires o t e nqu1s1t1on, an reached 
~~rope. The Dresden Codex is the most out­

ding both as a document and as a work 
5tfan t It~ hieroglyphics reckon the revolutions 
0 or. 

f the planet Venus, which played a vital 
0 

1 ·n the old American religion as both the roe I . 
·ng and the evenrng star. A simple 

mornl "II h h . 
lt .plicat:on w1 5 ow t e 1mportance of 

mu I V . h the revolution of enu5 1n t e solar calendar: 

eight solar years (365 x 8 = 2,920) correspond 
exactly to five Venus years (584 x 5 = 2,920). 
These remarkable mathematicians and astro­
nomers had thus found a way of verifying 
their solar calendar every eight years. In 
addition to these two calendars, there were 
lunar calendars inscribed on steles and a 
day-reckoning (tzolkin) for farmers, corre­
sponding to a cycle of 260 days. The calendar 
hieroglyphics, representing about one-third of 
the known characters, were deciphered a few 
decades ago, and can be found engraved on 
temples and staircases, on the steles which 
served to measure time, and on ritual vessels. 
This old and learned civilization which, in­
dependently of the Indians of India, had used 
the abstract figure zero and was able to 
calculate and note dates no matter how far 
off in time, has thus left us a faultless 
chronology from 292 to 909 C.E. Of this 
civilization, we know when it existed, but not 
the why or wherefore, or who its represen­
tatives were. We know no historic figure of 
the period; we do not know the old names 
of the abandoned towns; we do not even 
know what names the Mayas gave them­
selves. 

Almost 1000 steles, bearing inscriptions 
carved with flint or obsidian knives and 
dated by means of hieroglyphics, show priests 
officiating. The pictograms and inscriptions 
on stairways and wall panels speak to us, 
but we do not understand them-at least, 
not yet. For us, the most eloquent civili­
zation of ancient America remains one of 
the most silent. All that is left for us to do 
is to marvel at its artistic and scientific 
achievements. What remains are the pictorial 
elements of its writing, which are never 
empty images but which, combined with other 
signs, form a complete work of art. Three 
young Soviet mathematicians recently an­
nounced that they had deciphered the Maya 
writing with the help of an electronic com­
puter; in forty hours, the electronic 'brain' 
found the solution which so many experts 
had d:·eamed about and would have re­
quired several thousand years of work by 
the entire population of the earth. But de-

cipherment is still not enough. As the Soviet 
expert Sobolev declared: 'The archaeologists 
and historians must now try to restore to this 
deciphered language its original soul'. 

a Date hieroglyphics. Front and back of a 
stele at Tikal, Guatemala, bearing the 
oldest known Maya date: '8. 12. 14. 8. 
15' (6 July 292 C.E.). 

b Honduras stele, 782 C.E. 
c Two full-figure initials heading a series 

of glyphs and symbolizing periods of lime 
(672 C.E.). 

d The god of death and the god of the 
young maize. Detail from the Dresden 
Codex (12th century), enlarged five times. 

e Marker stone, with ball-player (580 C.E.). 
f Bowl painted in colours, with the figure 
g Counting in units from 0 to 19; points 

and strokes also used: 
. = 1' . . . = 3, - = 5, ~ = 17 

h Glyphs indicating dates, on stucco. 
Door-frame, with a recumbent figure and 
dates. 

k Left: burden of the woman-God of War. 
Right: burden of the woman-fire. 





2 5 Central and South America 

Material and media 

We know that the men to whom a historical 
error assigned the collective name of 'In­
dians' spoke languages which formed 123 
different families. It was towards the end of 
the last Ice Age, 15,000 to 25,000 years ago, 
that a small group of immigrants crossed 
over from Asia to the New World via the 
Bering Straits. These tiny communities, living 
by hunting and food collecting, developed 
into tribes and peoples, only a few of whom 
attained a high level of culture. Under the 
influence of climatic and geographical con­
ditions, three great centres of civilization 
formed: (a) in what is now Mexico, culmi­
nating in the Aztec civilization; (b) a little 
further south, the civilization of the Mayas; 
and (c) in the central part of the Andes, the 
civilization which culminated in the power­
ful empire of the Incas. This last-mentioned 
civilization was highly developed socially but 
knew nothing of writing; all its records were 
kept in the heads of the quipu camayocs 
or 'guardians of the knotted cords', and 
was orally transmitted from generation to 
generation. These coloured cords (quipus) 
and the knots they bore served as memory 
aids for government officials. Lacking any 
texts to explain them, they represent no more 
to us than lifeless objects, like a handker­
chief knot which no longer reminds us of 
anything. 

The Mayas and the Mexican peoples-01-
mecs, Zapotecs, Toltecs, Mixtecs and, finally, 
Aztecs-knew about writing. Their oldest in­
scriptions are cut in rock, engraved on stone, 
imprinted on clay or painted on frescoes. 
From later times, we have folding books, 
several metres long and made of deerskin 
archment or the Mexican vegetal paper known 

p 5 a mat/ or quauhamatl historical or religious 
0 ents or ideas being represented on the 
~~e-painted surface in fine brush strokes. 
The persons r:presented are accompanied 
b glyphs beanng a name or date and, often, 
by an indication of the person's genealogy. 
T~e name-glyphs use. the combinations of 

nty signs and th1rteen figures of the 
twe I d . , d ·can ca en ar, smce a mans ate of 
M_etXhl was equivalent to his name for the 
b1r 

whole of his lifetime. Delicate colours play 
a~ important part, usually symbolic, in the 
p1ctograms, and were obtained from mineral, 
vegetable or animal substances. Cochineal 
was used to reinforce red obtained from an 
iron base and give it a purple tint; it was to 
obtain this insect that the Aztecs conquered 
the Zapotecs: at least, so the tradition runs. 
In any case, cochineal is included with other 
precious objects in the tribute inventories. 

All the types of writing attempted by the 
ancient peoples of Mexico remained connec­
ted with the image, i.e., with an object. The 
Maya Indians alone succeeded-strangely, 
without apparent transition-in getting away 
from the object and devising a system of 
signs which only in exceptional cases any 
longer had any connexion with a specific 
object. In the case of numerals-at the pre­
sent stage of research on the subject, only 
the date-hieroglyphs can be confidently used 
as a basis for argument-two systems of no­
tation were used, in all probability secular 
and sacred in their respective origins. The 
secular system had an abstract sign for 0, 
a point for 1, and a bar for 5. In the sacred 
system, the numerals are represented by 
heads. Are these representations of gods? 
It is difficult to say, but it is quite possible 
since-in the same way as, for example, 
13 June in the Catholic calendar is the 
feast of St. Anthony of Padua, each day or 
period in the Maya calendar came under 
the patronage of a divinity. 

Starting from geometrical ornaments and 
magic signs, writing in ancient America deve­
loped to the stage of hieroglyphs after pas­
sing through the ideogram stage (the next 
stage would have been that of alphabetic 
signs). 

The most ancient forms appear particularly 
clearly on clay seals. This ancient 'prin­
ter's material' was used to impart frag­
mentary data designed to evoke specific 
associations of ideas. They were used to put 
magic signs on paper and on clothing, and 
to adorn the semi-naked human body. From 
the earliest times, their abstract motifs, 
supplanted later by purely geometrical or 

figurative motifs, were used on the sides of 
vases. Prefigurations of the human spirit, 
many of these images incised on clay seals 
3,000 years ago today recur in modern paint­
ings in the present century. 

The Mayas cut their glyphs on stone steles 
(a) with flint tools (b); carved inscriptions on 
stone stairways (c) with obsidian tools (d); 
and used stones to write on stone (e). They 
represented the genealogies of reigning 
houses (f) on deerskin parchments or on 
special paper obtained from plant fibres (g). 
The founders of Monte Alban engraved the 
signs of their calendar on clay beakers (h). 

Nearly all the inhabitants of Central Ameri­
ca and the Peruvian coast used seals (i) for 
imprinting designs on their bodies or on 
cloth. 

The peoples who lived along the shores of 
the Gulf of Mexico engraved the stories of 
their gods on bone (k); while the Mixtecs, 
using a mould, cast the signs of the calendar 
on their gold trinkets (1). The Mayas painted 
the characters of their writing on earthen­
ware vases (m), and the Incas of Peru used 
knotted cords to keep a tally of their sub­
jects and their property (n). 
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26 Europe 

The alphabet comes to Europe 

It was in the 1Oth century B.C. at the latest 
that Phoenician script was transmitted to the 
Greeks, probably by Semitic traders. The 
characters in the oldest inscriptions largely 
coincide with the Phoenician ones and, like 
them, are written from right to left, following 
the natural movement of the hand; the prac­
tice of writing from left to right, so that one 
can see to read as one writes, was adopted 
later. Even the names of the letters were 
borrowed from the Phoenicians. The Greeks 
perfected the alphabet by adding separate 
letters for the vowels, since vowels did not 
exist in Semitic scripts. During the 4th cen­
tury B.C. the Ionic script (d) became the 
common one in all Greek lands. During the 
classical era, the writing acquired the har­
monius and balanced form known as lapi­
dary (d). 

The use of a reed or brush for writing led 
to the adoption of the rounded "uncial" 
script (e), from which the Coptic (f) and Slav 
(g) scripts derive. In the 9th century C.E. the 
minuscule script (h) appeared, using small 
characters and elongating the letters upwards 
or downwards. With minuscule it was easier 
to write rapidly, and in consequence it 
gradually replaced uncial for correspondence 
purposes. 
The alphabet was transmitted by the Greeks 

to the peoples of western Europe and eastern 
Europe in two great streams (see panels 27 
and 28). Little was added thereafter, but 
writing has since undergone many variations 
of form and style. 

a 

b 

Inscription on a column in the Isle of 
Lemnos, about 630 B.C. Language not yet 
deciphered. The writing has considerable 

nalogies with Etruscan (panel 27); the 
~wo may possibly have had a common 

·gin in continental Greece. The writing 
orr ·boustrophedon·. [From: Cohen, La 
rs · d I'· "t t pde inventron e ecrr ure e son evo-
gra · B] 
/ution, Paris, 195 . 
0 traca bearing the name and deme of 
h s Athenian statesman Themistocles; 

t ed as a ballot in voting his banishment. use 
471 B.C. 

c Inscription from Lydia, Asia Minor. 4th 
century B.C. The Lydian script borrows 
most of its forms from the Greek. 

d Treaty between Athens and Sames by 
which the Athenians granted the fran­
chise to the Samians who remained faith­
ful. 405 B.C. Marble column. [Acropolis 
Museum, Athens.] 

e Greek uncial writing on papyrus. 2nd 
century B.C. The papyrus contains the 
first chapters of the Gospel according to 
St. John and is one of the oldest New 
Testament documents. 
Coptic writing, with titles in Arabic. About 
1480 C.E. Script devised by Christian Egyp­
tians on the basis of Greek uncial, with 
some demotic signs added (see panel 1 OJ. 
[Bibliotheque Nationole, Paris.] 

g Manuscript in Cyrillic script. 11th century 
C.E. This script was developed from Greek 
uncial, some signs being added for specifi­
cally Slav sounds. [From: Cohen, op. cit.] 

h Greek manuscript in minuscule from the 
Monastery of Paphos, Cyprus, 12th cen­
tury C.E. [Bibliotheque Notionole, Paris.] 
Trilingual inscription on the base of a 
metal column found in Sardinia. About 
180 B.C Votive offering by a Cartha­
ginian official to the God of Healing. 
The first line is in Latin, the second and 
third are in Greek, and the fourth and 
fifth are in Phoenician. The lost two lines 
read from right to left. [From Corpus 
lnscriptionum Semiticarum. Paris, 1881.] 

(On the panel: chart of influence streams.) 
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27 Europe 

Alphabets of the Etruscans, the Romans and the Germans 

Greek settlers introduced writing to Italy, 
possibly with Cumae (Naples), founded in the 
9th century B.C., serving as the transmission 
point. In Italy, the Etruscans were the first 
to practise writing; and at a very early date 
-perhaps from the 8th century, since they 
still wrote from right to left, just as the 
Greeks, following the Phoenicians, still did 
at the time (a), (b). Despite the abundance 
of inscriptions, it has not yet proved possible 
to decipher the lost language of the Etruscans. 
From their Etruscan neighbours, the Romans 
borrowed their alphabet together with much 
else of their civilization, and this alphabet, 
in the form the Romans gave it, has spread 
to vast areas of the world. 

Like the Greeks, the Romans derived from 
the clumsy letters of the archaic period (c) a 
monumental lapidary script representative of 
the majesty of the Imperium Romanum and 
mainly used on official monuments (d). A 
comparison with the br~nz_e plate (e) __ shov.:s 
how the deliberately diSCiplined wntmg 1s 
built up from a small numb~r of basic ele­
ments, horizontally and v~:t1cal!y balanced. 
This form of classi~al :-vntmg, mt~nded for 
engraving on stone, 1s s!1ll as attract1ve today. 
Not only did the Rena1ssance go back to 11, 
but our present-do~ '_antique' characters draw 
upon its rational sp_1nt. 

Letters written w1th the calamus or the sty-
1 are more flexible, elegant and slender 
us when as in the 'rustic' script (h), they 

even , . I d d h . 
W ritten as cap1tals. n ee , t e cap1tal 

are · · d · t II I 
1 tt can become sens1t1ve an 1n e ectua 
:h:~ inscribed on a wax tablet by a nimble 

hand (g). · · · · d I d d G anic run1c wntmg 1s a eve ope an 
d~;,;d form of certain north Italian alpha­

me and seems to have app_ear~d before th~ 
bets, t ry B.C. in Scandmav10, where 11 
3rd_ cen s~read. It was originally used for 
mal~ly 1 nd ritual purposes only (magic, 

g lca a 1 ma . lots, exorcism), ~o. supp ~ment or 
draw!ng for ancient rel1g1ous s1gns. The 
substltut~ elopment is for writing to pass 
normal 1. ~v us to secular use, but the Germa­
from re 1g 10.ths confined the use of this per­
nic rune-sdm 1 radical writing (i, k) to ritual and 
fected an p 

magic. With the spread of Christianity, runic 
writing gave way to the Latin script asso­
ciated with the new doctrine, but it has 
remained in use in remote parts of Sweden 
up to the present day. 

a Etruscan inscription on the wall of a 
tomb. Reads from right to left. [From: 
Buonamici, Epigrafia etrusca, Florence, 
1932.) 

b Etruscan alphabet from Marsiliana, en­
graved along the border of a writing 
tablet. 8th or 7th century B.C. Reads from 
right to left. [Archaeological Museum, 
Florence. From: Buonamici, op. cit.] 

c The oldest Latin inscription, on the 
lapis niger in the Roman Forum. About 
600 B.C. in 'boustrophedon' style (chang­
ing direction from line to line). The Latin 
alphabet derives from that of the Etrus­
cans. 

d Inscription on the Arch of Titus, Rome; 
monumental latin capitals. 1st century C. E. 

e Roman inscription giving a decision of 
the Senate, on a bronze plate. 186 B.C. 
[From: Ritschl, Manu menta prise. latinit.] 
Young Roman woman using a writing 
tablet and stylus. Mural painting at 
Pompeii, about 70 C.E. [National Museum, 
Naples.] 

g Cursive writing by a Pompeiian banker on 
a wax tablet. Middle of the 1st century C. E. 
This cursive script, using capital letters 
(d), served until the 9th century C.E. for 
commercial and diplomatic purposes. 

h Latin manuscript in rustic script. F~agment 
of the Psychomachia of Prudent1us. _6th 
century C.E 'Rustic' was the class1cal 
Roman script and continued to predo­
minate in manuscripts during Christian 
antiquity. It disappeared with Roman 
civilization in the 6th century but was 
revived in Carolingian times for calli­
graphic texts. [Bibliotheque Nationale, 
Paris.) 
Palimpsest. The text (in minuscule) of a 
commentary on the psalms by St. Augustine 
was reproduced on a parchment which 
previously contained a text by Cicero. 

The latter was erased so that the precious 
parchment could be used again. Modern 
photographic technique has made it pos­
sible to bring out the older text under the 
more recent. This illustrates one of the 
difficulties that have to be overcome in 
recovering old documents which had been 
lost. [Biblioteca Vaticana.J 

k Stele at Skenala, Uppland, Sweden, with 
an inscription in Germanic runes; a fu­
nerary stele, 11th century C.E. The runic 
inscription is enclosed within a dragon's 
jaws-an old Germanic motif. 
Rock design found in Sweden: Sigurd 
kills the rune-covered dragon Fafnir. Ram­
sundsberg, Si:idermanland, Sweden. 11th 
century C.E. Runic writing is closely asso­
ciated with religion and mythology. 
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28 Europe 

Slav scripts 

Slav scripts derive from Greek. In the 9th 
century, on the basis of the Greek minuscule, 
the Christian missionaries Cyril and Metho­
dius elaborated, for the needs of the Church, 
the Glagolitic script which assumed a rounded 
form with the Bulgarians (c) and an angular 
form with the Croats (d). To meet the require­
ments of the Slav languages, new letters were 
added to the original thirty-eight, so that the 
Slav alphabet ended up with forty-eight 
letters. To replace Glagolitic, which became 
more and more fluid and hence difficult to 
read a Cyrillic script (b) was developed on 
the basis of Greek uncial (a). In its semi­
uncial form (h), Cyrillic was developed into 
printing charac;:ters (i) which were simplified 
on the instructions of Peter the Great at the 
beginning of the 18th century. It is to him 
that we owe modern Russian type (k). The 
Russian alphabet underw~nt f~rther simp~i­
fication later, in 1917. Th1s scnpt ~pread rn 
the same way as the Latin and Arab1c;:. . 
[N t The most up-to-date research md1cates 
h 

0t ~he Cyrillic alphabet is as old, or almost t a 1 .. ] 
as old, as the Glago !tiC. 

a Greek uncial. 9thp c~n1tury C.E. [Biblio-
theque Nationale, am. . 

b C rillic uncial. 1056-57. Gos~el text rn 
old Russian. [From the Ostromrrovo evan­

/" St Petersburg, 1889.] 
g~~e,olitic manuscript in Bulgarian scri~t 

c G g d d) 11th century. Gospel text rn 
(roun e · f E 1· h Slavonic. [Extract rom vange rum 
Churc . Codex Vaticanus 3 Slavicus 
Assemanr 929] 
Glagoliticus, Praha, 1 . . . . 

l"f manuscript m Croatran scnpt 
d Glago 1 )rc 1395. Gospel text. [Extract from 

(angular · · 1843] 
e/ia s/ovice, Pans, . 

Evong uscript with neumes. 17th 
·11 c man ' 

e Cyrr 1 Old Believers' canticle, in Old 
century. [Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, 
Rus5ran. 
Munchen.] . 17th century. Text from .11 . cursrve. . 
Cyrr 1c . t collection in Old Russ1an. 
a rnonuscrrp d"n Obrozcy slavjanskago 

Pogo ' , ] [Frorn: . .. Moskva, 1841. 
' prsonqa, · · h ld drev e . 1 f Writrng was e every 

The ·FestiY~ 0 n honour of Saints Cyril 
g year in So ,a ' 

and Method ius, who brought writing to the 
Bulgarian people. The illustration shows 
the solemn procession, with images of 
the saints ond posters bearing the letters 
of the Cyrillic alphabet. 

h Cyrillic semi-uncial. 1377. Chronicles of 
Nestor, in Old Russian. [From: Karski, 
Slovjonskoja, kirillovskoja paleogrofija, 
Leningrad, 1928.] 
Text printed in Cyrillic characters; title­
page of a Russian arithmetic book. Mos­
kva, 1703. 

k Text printed in Cyrillic type modernized 
by Peter the Great. First document printed 
in this script: title page of a Russian 
geometry book, 1708. [From: Siegal, 
Russkji groidonskij srift, Moskva, 1959.] 
Russian alphabet and a collection of the 
Cyrillic letters now used in the Soviet 
Union, including the non-Slav ones. [From: 
Siegal, op. cit.] 

m Modern Russian lettering (calligraphy). 
[From: Cernysov-Sobolev, Postroenie srif­
tov, Moskva, 1958.] 
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Manuscripts of the Middle Ages 

With the triumph of Christianity, the more 
lively uncial writing, related to the rustic, was 
deliberately preferred to the classical capitals 
which recalled pagan antiquity. The tendency 
to elongate letters upwards or downwards 
became more and more clearly marked, as 
in the stylized writing of Merovingian offi­
cial documents (a) or in Anglo-Saxon semi­
uncial (e). It led to minuscule writing of 
which the Irish variation (d), characterized by 
its angularity and brought to England and 
the Continent by missionary monks, was sup­
planted during the 8th and 9th centuries by 
the Caroline minuscule (c). From the Court of 
Charlemagne (b) spread the appreciation, 
for the first time since antiquity, of a clear 
and simple script and the calligraphic presen­
tation of books (b), (c). The Caroline minus­
cule became current throughout the West. 

In the old tradition, minuscule writing was 
entirely a matter of rounding off the lettering. 
However, it is not the tool but the stylistic 
urge which determines the form of writing. 
The pen thus also gave rise to a completely 
different form of writing, the Gothic (g), 
which appeared in the 11th century in Belgium 
and in northern France. Whereas the Caroline 
minuscule reflected the style of Roman archi­
tecture, the new writing had the pointed 
taper of the Gothic. The curves are elongated 
and broken; the upper extremities are deve­
loped and splayed; the sharp-edged fuller 
strokes are joined together by nne and 
angular hair-strokes. Geometric construction, 
with shafts arrayed in uniform order, takes 

recedence over legibility. As always happens 
p 'th writing, the ornamental aspect takes on 
WI value of its own, side by side with the 
a urely functional aspect. 
p Gothic writing thus became a European 
heritage. In the 15th. century, the first printers 
f ured it for the1r models (see panel 31). 
Ba~o while Gothic, with its strictly ornamental 

ut e was particularly suited to liturgical 
na ur ' l'k · II d h · · manuscripts-it wa1s 1 e:-"'1s~ ca .e tne d mis-
sal' script-thered~ so ex1ste h~ ~~~p 1 1e cur­
sive script for or mary use w 1c m turn gave 
rise to b6tarde, an affected ornamental 

script which won favo 
foremost courts of W u; at the culturally 
the 15th century (i). es ern Europe during 

a Script used for Merovin . . 
(court documents) 1 t gl?n d1plomas 
antique uncial a~d n:;;edlalte ~etween 
End of a do f leva mmuscule. 

cument rom th t' f 
Chilperic 1 (583). ·s· . e •me o 
· · · 1 · lgnum chdperici glu-

nosl regis ego eltricus p I t' . · I d a a mus scnptor 
(r.ec~g)noDuv' ~to .anna dominicae incarnat 
IOnls Cl md,ctione VIII . 

chilperici regis XXII I actu . ant no r~g~• 
I' m ru omag1 m 

g[Fenera 1Fconuentu Ill nunas magii mensis.' 
rom: aulmann, 11/ustrierte G h' ht 

d 5 h 'ft w· esc IC e er c n , 1en, 1880.] 
b Signature of Charlemagne Th E 

I . e mperor 
mere Y adde~ his own flourish to the 
r:nonogram pamted for him by the copy­
ISt. About 800 C.E. 

c Manuscript in Caroline minuscule: Wesso­
brunner Gebet, 9th century. In Anglo­
~axon usage, the conjunction enti ('and') 
1s. represented by the 1· The rune * in­
dicates the prefix 'go'. [Bayerische Staats­
bibliothek, Munich.] 

d Manuscript in Irish minuscule; extract 
from The Book of MacCartaigh. 

e Manuscript in Anglo-Saxon semi-uncial 
with initials. Extract from the Lindisfarne 
Gospels. About 700. Text: 'In principia 
erat verbum et verbum erat apud deum'. 

f Page of the Liber sacramentorum by 
Pope Gregory the Great. 9th century. 
[From: Monumenta paleographica Vindo­
bonensia, Leipzig, 191 0.] 

g Document from Spain relating to a dona­
tion. 989. The Visigothic cursive used here 
is o Spanish variation of the Caroline 
minuscule. Under the seven lines of text 
are four columns giving the signatures 
of the witnesses. [From: Villada, Paleo­
grafia espanola, Madrid, 1923.] 

h Spanish manuscript in Gothic minuscule. 
Extract from Reglas del ;uego de a;edrez 
(The Rules of Chess), by Rey Sabia, 1283. 
[From: Villada, op.cit.] 
French manuscript, in botarde. Extract from 
the Livre du gouvernement des rois et des 

princes. Early 15th century. The miniature 
depicts the con~truction o~. a mon~stery. 
[Bibliotheque Samte Genev1eve, Pam.) 



"\!)epoe-r)..· 
'1>\ :>.T W """"" J, rn<T r .... ~.m 
~ A-J•-·· rf"'l uth':nornetA-.\.· "t!>xr ~r'l 

uu.o.,-.noh ufhrmrL nchf 
noh~'"'u.uu.· (. ,.,,,.,.,hhranl 
noJ., (UI'1,cr ,,(lnn· ,.,oh ""A: 
,.,L.J,..,. no~.J.,-rnu(r"f""" · 

1:)u cia...,... nu'u,\,T"',.,_.uua r c.."'7'l"n' 

,,. u~eo:f Jou~rJc;-ano 

.\.Lm.Jmc:o COT· rn.ln "" '"'b 
\ J.,... """'~""" ..,..h m>n•ke- mu 

rrv.n· o.>cn-l,l.ho- :)"'jl-"'-:1 ""r 
h .. !..,;. 4:= ,.,I.,..;J..-no> Ju 
h'"'J.1..,..l..)t u.wrc---h=r· 

\ du m AntlUT" ~m.A"~"· OlO"f'"' 

f"r)'pt· f't:" S"'f''"'r. m<lmo 

'S"n...J_, rT" J""L.:up>.· 
'l CorrAn uurll..oon - uurfh>m 

erm rp ... h,J.. .'1.:r"'f' · .., .. 
4>- .... ,.!.,.. ~..,...., , .... 1 ~ 

...., J,n.anuu.tl 4,;11.P' uu' (.4nn~· 

~n '%.).% uu,-J,l.t"''n"""-



30 Europe 

Paper, block printing and movable type 

The reproduction of writing depends on 
many inventions, including paper and ink, 
printing blocks and presses, movable type. 

In regard to all of them, the Chinese were 
in the forefront. Engraving on stone and 
handwriting on parchment are slow methods 
of reproduction. 

a Paper: 
The Chinese have made paper since the 
year 105 C. E. During the thousand years 
which followed, this invention spread gra­
dually towards the West, reaching Europe 
about 1100. 

b Block printing: 
Printing by means of seals (450), after 
having produced a 'million magic formu­
lae' (Japan, 770), culminated in the 
first block-printed book, the Diamond 
Sutra (Chino, 868). 

c Movable type: 
The vital invention - that of movable type, 
first in cloy (1050), then in tin (1150), wood 
(1300), and finally bronze (Korea, 1390). 
Seventy years later come Gutenberg's 
use (1450). [From: The invention of print­
ing in China ond its spread westward, 
by Thomas Francis Corter, revised by L. 
Corrington Goodrich, 2nd ed., The Ronald 
Press, New York.] 
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The Age of the Incunabula (1450-1500) 

Already, before the invention of printing, 
the development of science and humanistic 
literature hod brought about a considerable 
increase in the demand for 'moss-produced' 
copies of manuscripts, and the guilds of 
copyists in university towns were swamped 
with work. In the 1450s, the Florentine book­
seller Vesposiono do Bisticci employed as 
many as fifty copyists. Though it hod al­
ready advanced from the original ideo of 
impression from seals to wooden block-print­
ing, mechanical reproduction did not become 
a serious competitor of the copyists until 
Gutenberg found a way of casting movable 
type (a). Paper, introduced to the West from 
Chino by the Arabs, provided a cheap me­
dium; and the new technique, from the mo­
ment it was tried out by Gutenberg in Moinz, 
spread by leaps and bounds. In a short time 
printing presses were in use ~~~. over Europe, 
particularly in the merchant c111es, where the 
demand for their products was heavy and 
the necessary capitol available. In the first 
fifty years, more than two thousand different 
kinds of type were cut (c). The type evolved 
by the early printers was on .exact copy of 
the characters used in monuscnpts (see panel 
29). Very soon the croft reoche~ such a lev7J 

f technical and artistic perfect1on that the1r 
~ooks of the infancy of printi~g (known fo.r 
that reason as incunabula, o.r cradle bo~ks) 
ore among the most prec1ous poss~ss1ons 

of libraries. Even the rich ornomentot1on of 
manuscripts was reprod.uced: For decodes, th~ 

rinters still employed dlummo.tors and rubn­
p 1 produce the hond-pomted or wood­
colors o d · 1 t 

. 't' I letters tailpieces on capita s a 
cut 1n1 10 ' b h) W d 
the beginning of paragraphs ( , e, . . oo -

d t t (e i k) combined to och1eve a 
cuts an ex , , I d . 

h . .t hardly ever porolle e s1nce 
ap 1C un1 Y h t 

gr d R'ght up into the 171 cen ury, 
those ~it:rat~re-lovers were still having the 
wealthy h . f ourite authors reproduced 

k of t elr av d . d 
wor s . . t d manuscripts an pnnte 
as richly dlumma e 

on costly vell~mt. h e from the outset been 
. t' scnp s av 'b Pnn mg · branches: the ro-. t two major 

divided 1n ° . . from Gothic minus-
. · ts denv1ng . d d 

ken scnp 32) and the anc1ent roun e 
cule (see panel 

scripts which ore based on the Coraline 
minuscule and tend to revive the ancient 
forms (see panel 33). 

[Note. In this English edition of the cata­
logue the term Antiquo (panel 33) is used to 
designate roman type and Fraktur (panel 32) 
for the angular, later form of the Gothic 
letter.] 

a Casting of type in the hand mould in­
vented by Gutenberg. 

b Page of the Bible-one of the first books 
printed by Gutenberg and Fust. Gothic 
script. [Mainz, 1453.] 

c Ta~le of v~riants of 'M' in Gothic printing 
scnpts dunng the age of the incunabula. 
[From: Haebler, Typenrepertorium der 
Wiegendrucke, leipzig, 1922.] 

d Printing works at the end of the 16th 
century. Engraving by Th. Galle, after a 
?es_ign by J. Strada nus: composition (left), 
mkmg (background), printing (right) 
assembly of the printed sheets (fore~ 
ground). 

e Page of the oldest edition of the Low 
German Reynke de Vos, printed in Lubeck 
in 1498. 
Printing works in the 16th century. 
[From: Jost Am~ann, Stondebiich/ein.] 

g Page of the Ep1sto/ae of Gasparini Per­
gamensis, printed in Paris about 1470 
by Gering-Krantz-Friburger. [Bibliotheque 
Nationale, Paris.] 

h P~g~ of Aes~p's Fables, printed by 
Wilham Caxton 1n london in 1483. Caxton 
who introduced printing to England wa~ 
a translator, publisher and printer, ~II in 
one. 
Title. pag~ of Lilia de Medicine by Gor­
donlo, prmted by Ungut and Stanislaus 
Seville, 1495. Rounded letter. ' 

k Page from the writings of St. Jerome 
printed by the brothers de Gregoriis' 
Venice, 1948. Antiquo with Renaissanc; 
decoration. 
Printing press of Jodocus Badius in Paris 
(1498-1535): woodcut used as the printer's 
mark . 
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The broken scripts 

The first printers usually took Gothic manu­
script writing (see panel 29) as their model. 
This 'broken' script predominated mainly 
north of the Alps; in Italy, rounded Gothic 
was preferred. The characteristic form of the 
'broken' scripts is Fraktur (b), which developed 
mainly under the influence of the calligraphy 
used in the imperial chancellery. The ancient 
forms of Fraktur included 'Teuerdank', so 
named after a well-known work of that title 
by the Emperor Maximilian I (Second edi­
tion published in 1519 at Augsburg by the 
court printer, Johann Schonsperger) (b). The 
broken uprights, the balancing of the small 
letters and the forking of certain of the 
upper extremities, the more or less marked 
tendency to involute the lower extremities, 
and the addition of 'elephant trunks' to ini­
tial letters, are characteristic. The severity and 
rigidity of Gothic script (see panel 29) give 
way to often i~tricate orname~tation (d), 
adopting the scnpt to the dynam1c forms of 
baroque. Later, when printing characters 
ceased to evolve and even gradually de­
generated, calligraphers w~re particularly 
enthusiastic about Fraktur, wh1ch allowed them 
to show off their virtuosity with the pen !d, 
e, f, h). Their response t~ stere<?t_yped pr_m­
f g script was manuscnpt wnhng, wh1ch 
~~ered all sorts of possibilities of -:ariation 

d adaptation (e, f), but to wh1ch they 
on ld nevertheless, import a high degree of 
cou -~ion. for records and official documents, 
preclcontinued to be made of their skilled 
use until the beginning of the 19th cen­
pens Even in Germany during the 20th cen­
tury. F oktur yielded increasingly to the more 
tury r · 1 3) . al older scnpts (see pane 3 . rot1on 

a Mansion bcitarde, Brussels, 1484. 
b The first form of Fraktur used by Johann 

Schonsperger. Extract from the prayerbook 
of the Emperor Maximilian, 1514. 

c Rounded writing. [From: Juan de Yciar, 
Arte subtilissima, por Ia qual se ensei'ia 
a escrivir perfectamente, Saragossa, 1550.] 

d Page of a Nuremberg chronicle, 1591. 
Handwritten. [Germanisches National­
museum, Nurnberg.] 

e Gothic writing. Specimen from a copy­
book by Wolfgang Fugger, Nurnberg, 
1553. 

f Fraktur. Specimen from a copy-book by 
Wolfgang Fugger, Nurnberg, 1553. 

g Interior, with a man writing. Zurich, 1549. 
[From: Urban Weiss: Libel/us val de doc­
tus.] 

h English Court hand. From a copy-book by 
Ayres, London, 1698. This not very read­
able script, which included many signs 
from Norman times, remained in use un­
til the 18th century. 
William Morris, Kelmscott Press. During 
the 19th century there was a revival of 
interest in the types used in the Middle 
Ages. [Page from Historyes of T roye, 
London, 1892.] 

k Bold Fraktur : a modern form developed 
by Rudolf Koch between 1906 and 1910. 
Characters cast at the Klingspor works. 
[From: Rodenberg, In der Schmiede der 
Schrift, Berlin, 1940.] 
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The rounded scripts 

To print the ancient authors who hod been 
rediscovered, the humanists of the 15th cen­
tury chose a script derived from Caroline 
minuscule-the script used for the manuscripts 
in which the works hod been transmitted 
and held, wrongly, to be the original antique 
script. The main features of what is called 
Antiquo (or roman letter) were stabilized 
during the 15th and 16th centuries, and hove 
undergone no major changes since. Contrary 
to t~~ 'broken' scripts with their balanced 
or ng1d features (see panel 32), Antiquo is 
characterized by its static harmony. To a large 
e~tent its forms lend themselves to geome­
tncal construction and rational analysis (a, 
c); _each_ letter has its individuality, and 
de~1ves 1ts beauty from its felicitous adap­
tation to the surface it occupies. 

With humanism, Antiquo spread throughout 
th~ whol_e of Europe. Among the celebrated 
pnn~ers m all countries who helped to per­
fect 1t were the French printers Nicolas Jensen, 
~laud~ Goramond, Firmin Didot (f), the Ita­
lion Giambattista Bodoni (e), the Englishman 
Jo_hn Baskerville and the German Johann 
M1chael Fleischmann. 

The beginning of the 19th century sow the 
appearance_ of 'sons-serif' characters (i), 
u_se? espec1ally for advertising, posters and 
s1mdc:'r tex_ts, their practical nature being in 
keep1ng w1th the spirit of the modern world. 
~he tradition of humanistic manuscript 

":"ntmg gov_e rise during the 15th century to a 
l~gh~,. flowmg, almost playful, cursive or 
·,tal1c letter. Because of the narrowness of 
the ty~e characters, the great publisher Aldus 
Ma_nut1us adopted it for the 'Aidine' publi­
cations, one of the first small-format editions 
to be printed i~ lc:'rge numbers. In the long 
run, however, 1tal1c continued to exist side 
by side wit~ roman only as a way of empha­
sizing certa1n parts of a text. 

Technical requirements impose stability on 
printing types and leave little scope for the 
iaboration of new fc;>rms. Manuscripts, on 

eh contrary, abound m variety; and this is 
t ~, manuscripts-charters, diplomatic letters, 
w )d d 50 on-still have their enthusiasts 
dee 5d an Calligraphy remained a profession 
nowa ays. 

up to the end of the 18th century an?, in 
rounded script, has produced masterp1eces 
which have not been surpassed (b). 

a The construction of Latin initials, by Jo­
hann Neudorffer. 

b Spanish Chancery hand. [From: Francisco 
Lucas, Arte de Escrivir, written in 1570, 
Madrid, 1608.] 

c The construction of cursive. Extract from 
a copy-book by the Spaniard Aznar de 
Polanco, Madrid, 1719. 

d Didot Antiquo, Paris, about 1800. 
e Aldus Antiquo: page from Hypneroto­

machia Poliphili, Venice, 1499. Type cut 
by Francesco Griffe. Antiquo owes its in­
ternational diffusion to Aldus Manutius, 
one of the greatest publishers of all time. 

f Bodoni Antiquo (in three sizes). [From: 
Manuele Typogrofico, Parma, 1818.] 

g Greek inclined type. Printer: Estienne, 
Paris, 1551. 

h Baroque cursive lettering. Extract from the 
copy-book Spieghe/ der Schrijfkonste, by 
Jan van den Velde, Rotterdam, 1605. 
Modern posters on the wall of a house 
in Madrid. 



• / 

/ 
\ 

- -y,- 1 
:~f\ 

/ I 
I 

I 

Quousque tan­
dem abmere, Ca­
tilina, patiencia 

Quousque tan­
ae abmerc, Ca­
tilina , patientia 

Quousque tan­
dem abut~re , 
Catilina, pari-

h 

·\ B (~f) E 
F (; I J I ~I ~ 
L _\J \: () I 
()RS'T'l 
'-' 

\\\\\'" 
~()II{ 

d 



34 Europe 

The families of rounded scripts 

The four families are differentiated in res­
pect of their serifs: triangular, linear, square 
and sans-serif. 

The serifs lead the eye from left to right 
along the line. The development of writing 
goes hand in hand with improvements in the 
quality of paper. Each of the families has 
several variations. 



+ 15oo old face 

1?80 moder11 face 

~ 1815 slab-serif 

~ 1815 sans-serif 
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The many aspects of a letter 

Letters, like human beings, can be infinitely 
varied. Each of us, in fact, produces his own 
alphabet: hence graphology. 





36 Europe 

Writing and its two empires 

Some three thousand years ago the inhabi­
tants of a Phoenician town succeeded in 
isolating the different sounds of language. 
For each sound they devised a letter. The 
Greeks perfected the system, and the Roman 
Empire and the Christian religion were re­
sponsible for the adoption of alphabetic 
writing throughout the western world. 

This 'a' was cut by the French printer 
Garamond (1480-1561). 

Although the Pekin dialect is the official 
language of China, many widely differing 
dialects are still spoken, but people can 
understand one another through writing. 
This, however, requires a knowledge of thou­
sands of characters-which does not make it 
easy to learn to read and write. Anyone out­
side China who knows the characters can 
make out something of the meaning of a 
Chinese text. 

In Japan, Chinese texts can be read by 
applying the rules of Japanese syntax and 
are consequently easy to understand. 

Therefore, despite the variety of forms that 
developing languages have assumed, writing 
is 0 unifying factor in the East Asian cultural 
region. The sign ~eproduced here means 
'hero'. it was des1gned by the Japanese 
callig;apher, Inoue Yuichi, in 1961. 





37 Europe 

Arithmetic, figures and the discovery of .zero 

The theorems of Pythagoras (a) and Euclid, 
and the counting-frame or abacus (b), satis­
fied the need for many centuries. The 
Greeks and Romans used their alphabets to 
denote units, tens, hundreds and so on, and 
built large numbers by repeating the letters. 
About 500 C.E., the Hindus, by introducing a 
separate symbol for zero, became the first 
people to denote units, tens, hundreds and so 
on by the position of the symbol. 

The Mayan number-script had a zero-sym­
bol which indicated magnitude by vertical 
position. 

The Hindu-Arabic figures became virtually 
international and made development of 
mathematics possible. 

The Romans, in conformity with Egyptian 
practice, used vertical marks (1, II, Ill) to indi­
cate the first three integers; in India the same 
signs were used, but horizontally(-,=,=). 
Later on, through using a cursive form for the 
second and third integers, they produced 
symbols like z and i, which easily flowed 
together in fast writing and became 2 and 3. 
[See: Lancelot Hogben, From cave painting 
to comic strip, London, 1949.] 
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Learning to read and write 

a Alphabet invented by children. [From: 
Cohen, La grande invention de l'ecriture 
et son evolution, Paris, 1958.] 

b A page from M. J. Buno's ABC- und 
Lesebuchlein (Spelling-book and primer). 
Danzig, 1650. The pictures are intended to 
help children to memorize the sounds re­
presented by the letters: 'W', for instance, 
is illustrated by a picture of a boy being 
caned, symbolizing pain (Weh in Ger­
man}; 'Q' by the head of a cow (Kuh). 

c An old Dutch primer. 
d A little Haitian girl learning to read and 

write in one of Unesco's model schools. 
Action to do away with illiteracy is one 
of Unesco's main tasks. 

e A man writing. Sanguine by Domenico 
Zampieri. 17th century. Vienna. Albertina. 
A writing lesson in ancient Japan be­
fore the establishment of public schools. 

g A public letter-writer in Gaze. 
h Girl book-keeping clerks trying out a 

modern electronic accounting machine. 
Spanish boy going to school. 

k Original page from primer. 
I Nigerian women learning to read. 
r.1 Saint Anne teaching the Virgin to read 

the Holy Scriptures. A baroque sculpture 
in the parish church of Blaichach/AIIgau. 

n A blind child learning to read Braille. 
The Braille system was invented by Louis 
Braille, a French cobbler's son, who had 
gone blind; it is now used all over the 
world. 
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Nigerian women learning to read 
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Reading 

a A woman reading. 
b Rembrandt's son, Titus, reading. About 

1656. [Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.] 
c Sculpture from the altar of the Huber­

Kopelle in Kempten. 
d An apostle teaching. Sculpture from an 

altar in the Sebolduskirche, Nuremburg, 
1485. 

e A girl reading. A pointing by Gustav A. 
Hennig. 
The bookworm. Pointing by Spitzweg. 

g A blind man reading with his fingers the 
world's first transparent newspaper for 
blind people. 

h Romses II, before his accession, reciting 
hymns from a book. On the right, a list 
of the royal ancestors. Egyptian relief 

1 Looking at posters. · 
k The newspaper reader. Lithograph by 

Doumier. 
Immersed in the newspaper. 

m The newspaper reader, design by Stein­
berg. 
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Modern printing techniques 

Up to about 1800, the printing techniques 
devised in the 15th century-composing by 
hand and wooden presses-underwent little 
change; but, after that date, the increased 
demand for educational and scientific facili­
ties on the part of large sections of the 
middle classes, which had been prompted by 
the progress of liberalism and enlighten­
ment, made it necessary to use mechanical 
methods of printing capable of a larger out­
put. In 1810, Friedrich Konig invented the 
steam press, which printed as many as 4,000 
sheets an hour as compared with the 300 
sheets printed by the hand press. This ad­
vance chiefly benefited newspapers, which 
began to appear daily and to achieve large 
circulations. Further progress came with the 
type-founding machine, first built by William 
Church in 1822, and Giuseppe Mazzini's 
type-setting machine, constructed in 1843. 
With the giant modern rotary presses (e), 
editions of several million copies can be 
printed. Nowadays type is set by hand only 
for particularly difficult or delicate typo­
graphical work (personal cards and notices, 
bibliophile's editions). Composing machines 
hold the field: the 'Linotype' (g) which 
casts complete lines at a time; and the 
'Monotype' (i) which casts and sets single 
types using (h) a paper strip (perforated by 
a keyboard machine) that controls the cast­
ing-machine:. The lat~st devel_opment is the 
photographic composmg machme (k, I), which 
speeds up composing _to the limit. Thanks to 
mechanical reproduction processes, writing 
has made its way into all sectors of human 
life, and there is_ now scarcely any form of 

ctivity in which 1! does not play a port as a 
0 eons of conveying information, co-ordinot­
m controlling, recording or interpreting. 
In~, 

a The first iron printing-press. Invented by 
Lord Stanhope in 1800, it replaced the 
wooden presses and made printing quicker 
and easier. 

b Mechanical press room. The lm~erial and 
Royal State Printing Office, V1enna. In 
the foreground, a composing machine. 
About 1840. 

c The first rotary press for newspapers. 
Constructed in 1846 by Robert Hoe and 
Company of New York. Th?nks to the 
rotary cylinder, it was poss1ble for t_he 
first time to print 15,000 to 20,000 cop1es 
an hour. 

d Modern printing-press. 
e Modern rotary press. With this, 400,000 

copies can be printed an hour. . 
Simple 19th-century composing machme, 
for the printing of newspapers. . 

g Composing on a 'Linotype'. On this 
machine, whole lines can be composed 
and cost at one time. 

h 'Monotype' perforated tape guide for 
casting type. . , 
Letters cast with the 'Monotype mochme · 
Unlike the 'Linotype', this machine casts 
types separately. . 

k 'Monophoto' photographic composmg 
machine. Output: approximately 12,000 
characters an hour. 
Matrix case for use with the photogra-
phic composing machine. 

m Newspaper, 1929. 
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41 The use of writing 

The diffusion of writing 

a Latin 
b Cyrillic 
c Chinese 
d Barnum 
e Arabic 
f Hebrew 
g Indian 
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Newspapers and posters 

The breakdown of absolutism, the progress 
of education, and the rise of modern demo­
cracy, led to the demand for quicker infor­
mation. Modern printing methods also ad­
vanced and enabled newspapers to meet 
this demand. 
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Propaganda in the second century 

Trojan's Column in Rome illustrates the 
two wars (l 01-l 06 C. E.) of the Romans 
against the Dacians (b). The column was 
erected in 113 C.E. 

The army's activities in enemy territory: 
the Roman camp with soldiers gleaning (a, 
opposite); the treatment of prisoners (c, d); 
the Emperor among his soldiers (f); road­
making (e, g, h); war scenes (i, k, I). 
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Street notices and advertising 

Wherever we go, by night and day, in 
town and in the country we find writing: 
advertisements or notices for drivers; notices 
urging us to buy, to go in, to adopt a certain 
political attitude or to be entertained. Writ­
ing in the air, on the walls, under our feet, 
done professionally or scrawled by an un­
practised hand. 
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Standardization and personal expression 

While writing becomes increasingly standar­
dized, we also find individual expression in 
the design of letters. 

a The Stuttgart Possionary (about 1175). 
b Decomerone, Manlove, 1472. 
c Wood engraving from a book by a 

master of writing. 
d Otto Eckmann: Type for Die Woche. 
e Sandberg: Catalogue cover. 
f Dubuffet: Initial. 
g Old face type. 
h A.M. Cossondre: Bifur type. 

Stuttgart Polytechnic School: brass-rule 
type. 

k Rudolf Koch: Sans-serif type. 
I Josef Albers, Bouhous-Dessou. 
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46 The use of writing 

Handwriting 

Handwriting, and particularly the signa­
ture, is expressive of the personality. In past 
centuries, writing had to conform, through­
out life, to certain given standards. But with 
the 19th century, this exigency was gradually 
relaxed, except at school, and handwriting 
began to reflect the writer's intellectual 
and psychological characteristics. A new 
science-graphology-developed, concerned 
with the psychological interpretation of 
handwriting. 
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47 The use of writing 

Writing as art 

In Asia, from the beginning, both script 
and picture hove been the written character 
that signifies a given object and, at the some 
time, the feelings and ideas associated with 
it, and the knowledge of it gained through 
experience. In examples of earlier East Asian 
calligraphy, a philosophy of life was com­
pressed into the delineation of a written 
character (d. Hakuin, Plate 21 c) which, by 
the 17th century, had led to the production 
of new, free characters. Again, in modern 
Japanese calligraphy (where the title of each 
sheet is open to more than one interpreta­
tion), the writing of a character becomes an 
expression of t_he in~ividuol's relationship 
to the world, wh1ch by 1ts pondered choice of 
the actual character and rhythmical contin­
uation of its delineation, succeeds in com­
plete concentration on the essential. Revolu­
tionary contacts with the West led to 
a rediscovery of the tradition of freedom 
belonging to older times. 

Outside of Asia, a rather similar sort of 
'sign-painting' made its appearance in the 
m_iddle of the 20~h cent~ry. Fundamentally 
d1fferent from As1an calligraphy, in that it 
is. n~t ?osed on signs 'representing some­
thing, 11 has nevertheless been influenced 
by it, although it nearly always seeks to ex­
press something new, something not pre­
vrously formulated. The two tendencies meet 
in painters such as Mark Tobey, Alcopley 
(United States of America) and Georges 
Mathieu (France). 

In countries with alphabetical scripts, the 
cursive form and the linking up of letters 
have also been used to form 'pictures'. In 
psychograms, the soul is, as it were, left to 
express itself in writing, but as the soul does 
not know the letters, a new 'script' comes 
into being, giving the effect of 0 picture 
through the movement by which it is in­
formed. 

In 1897, the French poet, Mollarme, hod 
his poem 'Un coup de des' (a) printed in such 
a special form that text and typography 
constitute a new unity. In 1960, the Ger­
mans Vostell and Jurgen Becker, followed 
suit in a quite original manner (d, opposite). 
The Dutch printer, Werkman, introduced a 
'picture' element into his calendar (c). The 
painters, Feininger (g) and Emil Schumacher (k) 
devised appropriate ways of writing their 
own names. Guillaume Apollinaire follows 
earlier examples in setting his poems out in 
the form of the object to which they rela_te 
(b and i). For Paul Klee (e) and Kur! Schwll­
ters (h, f), the meaning of the ":"ords 1s of less 
and less importance and the1r works come 
close to Cubist paintings. 
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48 The use of writing 

Writing in the fine arts 

The letters of the alphabet were used in a 
picture, for the first time, in 1913, by the 
Cubist Georges Braque, and later by Pablo 
Picasso and Juan Gris. The letters were 
either painted or cut out (from a newspaper) 
and stuck on the picture (this marks the be­
ginning of the collage technique). 

Almost all well-known modern painters 
have introduced letters into their paintings, 
many of which, like the works of the Cubists, 
Schwitter·s collages, and Paul Klee's 'Villa 
R' are famous. There are many composi­
tions bearing such titles as 'writing', 'the al­
phabet', 'ABC', 'secret writing', etc. 

The letters usually represent a graphic or 
spatial element in the composition. Some­
times one letter stands out clearly among 
fragments of other letters as an indication 
of something precise. For instance, the let­
ter 'A' in the picture by Robert Rauschenberg 
(New York) indicates the 'American Ab­
stracts·; the same letter is used at the Lan­
desmuseum of Darmstadt to direct the visitor 
to the exhibition ('Ausstellung'). 

The Futurists brought movement to letters; 
their paintings come close to 'written draw­
ings' in which writing and freely-drawn 
lines are mingled; the letters become the pic­
ture. This tendency originated with the 'ob­
ject poems' of Mallarme and Apollinaire 
and certain art nouveau works. 

A very famous calligram is Paul Klee's 
poem 'Einst dem Grau der Nacht enttaucht'. 

The Dutch artist, H. N. Werkman, invented 
paintings composed exclusively of letters; this 
idea is carried on in modern typographic art. 

The Cubists were the first to introduce let­
ters into their paintings (Georges Braque, 
1913). The strangeness of this unusual form 
gives pictures a new intensity. Letters lose 
their old significance and become shapes 
again. 

In the works of Picasso (a), Paul Klee (d) 
and Rauschenberg (f), letters again take on 
ihe monumental character they had in Egyp­
tian ad (c). They are combined in new forms, 
as in the paintings of Marinetti (e) and Wer~­
man (b, h) or in decorative patterns as m 
those of Gris (g) and Vostell (i). 
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49 The use of writing 

The art of writing 

Pictures used for advertising purposes em­
ploy writing, and usually must do so in order 
to be understood; but perfect legibility is not 
always necessary; difficulty in deciphering 
sometimes helps to fix attention. 

A clear text and an eloquent picture are 
often happily combined, as in the 'musica­
viva' poster. 

The uninitiated and those who seek a clear 
meaning cannot understand ciphers, magic 
writings, lovers' messages and free combi­
nations of signs which call writing to mind. 
Such combinations of graphic elements re­
sembling writing or simply reminiscent of 
mathematical formulae or musical notes are 
often found in modern art. ' 

The artist's handwriting-for instance in his 
signature (h, bottom left)- becomes an essen­
tial element in the picture: Van Gogh (a); a 
wall photographed by Brassai (b); Mira (c); 
Mathieu (d); a 19th-century Arabic calligram 
(e); Klee (f); Cuixart (g); Japanese calligra­
phy: Okabe Sofu (i) and Osawa Gaku (k); 
Alcopley (I); Steinberg (m). 
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50 The use of writing 

Principal stages in the development of communication 

Television 
Telephone, gramophone, radio 
Telegraph 
Movable type 
An international sign: zero 
Phonetic script: the alphabet 
Figurative script: the ideograph 
Pictures 
Speech 
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