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FOREWORD

Though my name appears on the title page as the author of this book,
I cannot honestly claim to be the male parent. A suggestion of Marie
Neurath was the act of fertilisation whereby I myself, and at first a litdle
coyly, conceived the plan of a script for a picture gallery of her own
choosing. Our intention was to publish it only in America, an intention
fortified by my conviction that the first priority in our native setting of
austerity and paper shortage should be for books to make us laugh again.
Its publishers have talked us out of this resolve, but have not persuaded
me to undertake the labour of translating it into my mother tongue. For
my own part, I cannot with confidence recommend it as reading matter
to my fellow countrymen. Fortunately this does not matter much to
Marie Neurath. Her pictures tell their own story.
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FROM CAVE PAINTING TO COMIC STRIP l

Sex, Seals and Signatures

This book is a panorama of the emergence of man as the only literate
animal species and a preview to the liquidation of illiteracy on a world
scale as a prelude to the unification of mankind. So our story starts
with what Julian Huxley happily calls the uniqueness of man. Wherein
lies this uniqueness? With wisdom way beyond much of what passes
as modern thought, the most notable of the Founding Fathers defined
man as a tool-making animal; and Franklin’s aphorism does in fact
epitomise in simple factual terms one, if only one, characteristic of the
uniqueness of our species. Others are equally susceptible to plain statement.
Man is the only talkauve animal, and man as we know him to-day is
the only picture-making animal.

A writer who starts a picture book with such an assertion invites
more than a suspicion of salesmanship from a discriminating public told
once too often that the author of the universe is a great mathematician.
If it is worth stating, it is worth making clear; and to do so we should
face up to one fact at the outset. Man is not very odd from the viewpoint
of the anatomist. The supporters of Darwin were dead right about that,
if all too obstinate in getting to grips with the indisputable oddity of
man as a zoological exhibit. With the controversies of Darwin’s con-
temporaries behind us we can now say so without luxuriating in the
delusion that we have done our verbal duty by equipping human kind
with a soul; and we need not shitk our scientific duty by failing to
put man in his proper place in the brute creation.

Let us therefore take stock of what man admittedly owes to a peculiar
combination which he shares with his nearest relatives, monkeys and

1 Man is not very odd anatomically. Two of bis most useful physical characteristics, the ability to focus
both eyes on near objects and to handle things easily, be shares with the other Primates, notably with the
Tarsier, a link between the monkeys and the tree-shrews.
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apes. Man can focus both eyes on a near object, as a cat can, a circum.
stance which endows him with a sense of depth; and he can handle things
as a squirrel can handle nuts or a chameleon can handle a twig. This
coincidence has contributed no little to his success as the dominant
animal species on our planet; but it docs not suffice to define man’s
uniqueness. That he can do both is part of his monkey heritage; but
it is not an oddity of man as such. It is merely an oddity of Primates,
the whole order of mammals in which we place apes, monkeys, marmosets
and the Tarsier, that anything but missing link between the monkeys
and the tree shrews.

Certainly, man is freer to handle things and to examine what he handles
because he is erect, but the great apes can at least shamble on two legs.
His foothold is much firmer than theirs, but scarcely less so is that of
an ostrich, The insertion of his tongue muscles endows him with the
power to produce more diverse sounds than the whole gamut of the
monkey chorus at sundown when the mosquitoes are about. Assuredly,
he has a much bigger brain than any ape, a brain which allows him to
cash in on an admittedly unique combination of characteristics not one
of which is peculiar to man alone; but when we have said this, there s
lile more of importance we can say about man’s body as a museum
piece. It is still a fact that no one single characteristic of man’s body
labels him as a creature unlike all others. What is unique about man is
bis way of life.

Here we leave the textbooks of zoology behind us, and must bring the
archaeologist into the picture. For a period of about a quarter of a million
years, we have remains of stones, which we have very good reason to
regard as artefacts, i.e. as tools. During this period we have a few frag
ments of bone, which tell us that there must have existed apes with
much bigger brains than those of the chimpanzee or gorilla, apes which
could lift themselves from the ground less uncertainly. Of what tools, 1f
any, they were beginning to use we know little with assurance, and we
know even less about their folk ways. All we can say with confidence is
that there were ape-like creatures before the human story begins, creatures
more like men than any apes alive to-day; and here we have to amplify the



2 Gorilla, Neanderthaler, Modern Man. The Neanderthalers of the last ice age were more like men than
any apes alive to-day. They were both talkative and tool-making, qualities in which man is unique.
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Franklin formula by secking an answer to the question: were these pre
sumably tool-making ape-men, who have left remains in Java and near
Peking, talkative animals in the sense that man alone among living
animals is talkative?

Needless to say, man is not, in one sense, the only living animal which is
talkative. Monkeys chatter; but there is no percentage in it for them or
for us. We can teach parrots, cockatoos, jackdaws, miner birds and
budgerigars to make recognisably human noises for our own amusement;
but there is no dividend in it for the bird, except a regular supply of
food and a cage. Only man makes noises by which he can pass on to
his offspring the experience he gains from his tool-making propensities;
and we can infer this unique power of speech with more than plausibility
when the complexity of his way of life leaves in its track enduring relics.

Before the last age when the polar ice-cap stretched down as far as the
South of Europe, we have little to go on; but we have now very certain
evidence of sub-human life during that period and of the folk ways which
went with it. We call these near-humans of the last ice age the Neander-
thalers. Their brains were not quite as big as those of real men such as FFaul
Robeson or Winston Churchill. They were chinless folk with heavy
brows. From their leg bones, we know that they walked with a slouching
gait, and the lie of the skull tells us that they stooped. With their remains
we have flint weapons of the chase, and of no mean workmanship, in
fact tools which no animal without the power to hand on experience by
associating his cries with action could have made. Besides, they buried
their dead and buried them near the hearth. For they had fire.

From all this we can get more than a fleeting glimpse of a society
sufficiently novel in the history of life on earth to merit a name of its own.
The archaeologist calls the folk ways of these near-human, and still perhaps
hairy, Hunters of the woolly rhinoceros and the mammoth, the Mousterian
culture. From its complexity, we can infer that we are now dealing with
a Primate with a tradition, a Primate which could both make tools and
talk. From the room in the Aoor of the jaw for attachment of the tongue
muscles, we also know that these Neanderthalers could not talk too much;
and if they were alive to-day we should talk a lot less about the races of



3 Quite suddenly, as the last great ice age ended, we meet new men, modern men, much like the yellow-
brown smoothe skinned curly-baired Bush folk of South-West Africa. These two drawings (right) from
a bison painted perbaps 20,000 years ago in the caves of Altamira and (left) from a Bushman painting at
Kbotsa, Basutoland, are remarkably alike in style.

Man. We should realise more clearly why Czech and Negro and Es/
quimau, even Bushman and Australian carr be double.check Ameriv
can. For the Neanderthalers are not yet quite human, as we customarily
use the word.

Quite suddenly, at the end of the last great ice age, this Mousterian
culture comes to a full stop, somewhere about 30,000 years ago; and quite
suddenly we meet new men and new folk ways. The human remains
are modern. From their bones and for other reasons which will come later,
we can make a shrewd guess that some of them were much like the
yellow-brown smoothvskinned curly-haired Bush folk of South.West
Africa. If we could reconstruct others in modern dress they could remind
us rather of the portraits of the late Mr, Charles Darwin. Where we find
them we find an arsenal of tools sufficiently characteristic to warrant a
name for their way of life. Mousterian nearsman had the spear. These
first modern men of the Aurignacian culture were hunters who had the bow.

Aurignacian man also made very sharp pointed instruments of fint
capable of engraving on stone or on ivory; and the reason we can talk

IS
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with some confidence both about his folk ways and about how he
used such tools is that he could do something quite new. The hunters
of the last great ice age could talk a little to one another and could teach
their children by talking. They were communicative animals in a sense
that is not certainly true of any animals which had lived on earth before;
but nothing we know about them leads us to believe that they could
communicate action at a distance. The Aurignacian hunters, that is Man
in the sense that Tchaikovsky, Charles Dickens and Chiang Kaisshek
are men, made pictures. When modern man appears on the stage of pre-
history, he is a picturesmaking animal, the only picture-making animal
which has ever lived on our planet, maybe the only picturesmaking
creature in the universe.

Only the vast educational problems of World War II have made us
wise to the gigantic implications of this innovation of the evolutionary
panorama. Evolution as the biologist uses the term, that is the making of
a new species, comes to an end so far as it concerns the student of human
affairs. Civilisation now begins with a hallowed silence. Civilisation is
not evolution. It is the record of the self-education of the most highly
teachable member of the brute creation. Because modern man, and that
means post-mousterian man, is a pictures-making animal he can communi.
cate without word of mouth. He has already made that terror of modern
life the radiogram an unnecessary part of his armoury of self-torture; and
has added to his arsenal of self-tuition a new weapon.

This book, which is a picture-book about picture-making, will tell
some of the momentous consequences of this fact. So it begins with Man’s
earliest efforts to educate himself by exploiting his exaggerated—though
not unique—powers of vision and learning to use tools in a new way.
From Cave Painting to Comic Strip is not a book about art, in the customary
sense of the term. Indeed, we do not get to grips with the cave paintings
and figurines of the Aurignacian hunters, if we conceive their culture
classified as art, religion, science or superstition when we should look at
their folk ways as a whole. Nor have we a clue to their meaning, if we

50—

I When Modern Man appears on the stage of pre-history, be is a picture-making animal, the only
picture-making animal which bas ever lived on our planet. (Bison, from a later painting in the caves of
Altamira, Spain, perbaps 20,000 years old.)
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think that they just painted for fun on the walls of the caves where they
lived. To get them into focus let us turn to one of our leading contemporary
experts on preshistory. This is what Professor Gordon Childe says about
their cave paintings in that intriguing primer Man Makes Himself:
The artist, indeed, surely enjoyed executing them, but he did not do it just to secure
that joy. ... The pictures are generally situated in the deep recesses of limestone caves
whither no daylight can penetrate. No families have ever lived in these fastnesses; they
are often very difficult of access. And in executing the drawings the artist had often to
adopt most uncomfortable attitudes, lying on his back or standing on a comrade’s shoulders
in a narrow crevice. Of course he had to work by a dim artificial light: the stone lamps
have actually been found; fat may be assumed as the fuel with moss for a wick.

Most of us know that the paintings, for they are often coloured sketches
traced with ochre and other mineral ores on the cave face, commonly
depict animals, and sometimes with astonishing precision and beauty.
If we think about them at all we assume that the Aurignacian artist did
them because the first modern men earned a livelihood from the chase. To
say this is to explain too little or tco much; and it leaves material evidence
out of account. There is a long tradition of beautiful drawings of animals
on rocks, in a style remarkably like those of the cave painters of thirty
thousand years ago. They are coming to light more and morte in the
southern half of Africa; and there is lile doubt about the survival of
the practice into recent times among the bushmen now nearly exterminated
by the Calvinistic settlers who shot them at sight like vermin when they
settled in the Cape. Stone and ivory statuettes of the Aurignacian period
tell us that the sitters were curly-haired people with very prominent
buttocks, as only Bushmen among living men, and no apes, have. The
human remains found with the earliest cave paintings also suggest a bush-
man type. If so, everything this book contains is the unpaid debt of other
modern men to the Bush folk. By the same token, we must take our cue
from Bush folk ways, if we hope to get inside the skin of the hunters and
food.gatherers who supplanted the Mousterian near-men at the end of the
last great glacial epoch.

To do so, we must also be clear about the technical meaning of magic,

II  Astonishing precision and beauty mark many of the cave paintings. Yet the artist generally worked
in the deep recesses of caves where no daylight could penetrate and often in most uncomfortable attitudes,
lying on bis back or standing on anotber’s shoulder. ( Reindeer from painting at Font de Gaume, France.)
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or we shall get bogged up in our own language habits. When those who
study the habits of preliterate people speak of magic, they do not mean
conjuring or even superstition in the sense that scientists of fifty years
hence will regard as rank superstition the cosmic blancmange called the
ether. They mean something closer to what we also call mascots, charms
and scarecrows. Magic as the anthropologist uses the term is the identifica
tion of a symbol with the thing it stands for, as when the peasant sticks
pins in a wax image of the person who has wronged him. By wearing
the lion’s skin you endow yourself with the lion’s courage and strength.
By putting a horseshoe over the door, you keep your foothold on affairs
of life. You depict the sun shining on your gatepost, and you ensure a
good spell of weather.

This way of conducting life, a world-wide and ubiquitous characteristic
of human beings till the tempo of their economy forces them to improvise
more freely and frequently, throws some light on a universal habit of
pictorial man at the preliterate level, that of tattooing the skin with em~
blems of one sort or another. It is in this sense that “Cave art has a magic
purpose”. “The artist”, says Childe in the same context,

scratches upon the blank wall, and lo, there is a bison where formerly there had been

none. . . . As surely as the artist drew a bison in the dark cavern, so surely would there

be a living bison in the steppes outside for his fellows to kill and eat. To make sure of
success, the artist occasionally (but rarely) drew his bison transfixed by a dart, as he desired

to see 1t. .

This is not our only clue to the origin of a tradition which has gone
on into our own times; and if it were the only motif of the cave paintings
it would have little relevance to the making of our civilisation. Happily,
we have another which ties up with what we know about the folk ways
of people who have not made the momentous step of communication at
a distance by writing and reading. A few of the earliest cave paintings,
like many Egyptian murals and Babylonian seals, show men wearing
animal masks of a sort which stillliving preliterate people employ in

4 Only Bushmen among living men, and no apes, have the prominent buttocks shown by the stone and
ivory statuettes of the Aurignacian period. (Below) A drawing after Battiss, from a painting of the Mantis
Dance in the “ Valley of Art”, Cape Province. There is a long tradition of beautiful Busbman drawings,
such as the lively painting (above) at Witkransspruit, Barkly East, Cape Province.
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tribal ritual; and this tells us much about life in Aurignacian times, as
the Bayeux tapestry tells us much about life in medieval Europe.

Such masks are not merely mascots. They are also signatures to sur-
names of a sort. To ourselves a surname has a meaning which presupposes
monogamy and a more or less patriarchal family set-up with a powerful
rampart of moral prejudice in the background. Among many preliterate
people alive to-day, we encounter a different pattern of parent-offspring
relationships with a perhaps even more awe-inspiring outfit of moral
prohibitions. It is one which sheds a flood of light in the dark caves
where the Aurignacian hunters exercised their skill. It helps us to under.
stand their astonishing preoccupation with animals. That the patern—
we call 1t Totemism—exists all over the world, would almost force us
to regard it as a survival of the folk ways of man in the Old Stone Age,
if there were no cave paintings to confirm the surmise.

What Freud, in Totem and Taboo, says about the Totemic set-up among

the Australian blackfellows will sufficetoexhibitits essential characteristics:
Australian tribes are divided into smaller septs or clans, each taking the name of its
totem. . . . As a rule it is an animal . . . which stands in a peculiar relation to the whole
clan . . . its tutelary spirit and protector. . . . The members of a totem are therefore under

a sacred obligation not to kill their totem, to abstain from eating its meat. . . . Any violation



5 Men wearing animal masks, of a sort which still-living peoples use in tribal ritual, are found in some
of the early cave paintings. (Left) From a Bushman painting of a nocturnal ritwal. (Right) “The Little
Sorcerer”, drawn after Breuil from a painting in Trois-Fréres caves, Aritge, perbaps 16,000 years old.

of these prohibitions is automatically punished. . . . From time to time festivals are held
at which the members of a totem represent or imitate, in ceremonial dances, the movements
and characteristics of their totem.

Although the history of the Scottish clans is still obscure, there are
indications of affinity to the same pattern of social relationships. In his
book Scottish Folk Lore and Folk Life Donald A. Mackenzic tells us:

Kintyre is the home of the MacEacherns, “whose name”,Watson says, “is an Angliciza-
tion of Mac Each-thighearna (Son of the Horselord)”. The Gaelic word for a horse s
each, Old Trish ech. . . . The Picts were in the north divided into the Orc (boar) and Cat
(cat) clans, and Orkney was known to the Irish as Inse Orce (Isles of the Orcs), while
Shetland was Inse Catt (Isles of the Cats). . . . The Picts had not only dual organization but
descent by the female line. . . . Apparently Pictish dualism and mother-right were accom.
panied by the custom of exogamy, the prohibition of marriage within blood or clan kinship.
... Dio Cassius tells that when the Emperor Severus was in Scotland his wife, Julia
Augusta, had a conversation . . . with a local lady. He says that at the time adultery was so
common in Rome that he, when consul, found a list of no fewer than 3,000 cases. Dio
writes: A very witty remark is reported to have been made by the wife of Argentocoxus, a

21
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6 The carly masks were emblems of the tribe, the clan surname, a first signature. This purpose persists in
the totems still in use, in beraldry and perbaps in national flags. (Opposite) A carved eagle totem from
Vancouver; (above, left) seventeenth-century arms with Sagittarius crest, two-tailed mermaid and satyr
supporters ; (right) arms of Hastings with man-lion supporter, 1530 ; (below) stag mask from prebistoric
wall-painting in Trois-Freres caves, Aridge, after Brewil and Begouen.
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Caledonian, to Julia Augusta. When the empress was jesting with her, after the treaty,
about the free intercourse of her sex with men in Britain, she replied, “We fulfil the demands
of nature in a much bewter way than do you Roman women; for we consort openly with
the best men, whereas you let yourself be debauched in secret by the vilest”” ... The
MacCodrums of the Outer Hebrides are reputed to be descended from a seal.-woman
whose “skin coveting” had been taken away by an islander. She had to follow this man
and he made her his wife. After she had borne children to him, she recovered her “seal



7. The magic meaning of animal masks also persisted into recorded history. ( Opposite) Assyrian relief
showing animal dance, with skin-mask (perbaps, much earlier, the origin of clothing). ( Above, left)
Egyptian priest in the mask of a wolf-god ; (right) mermen on a Babylonian seal.

covering” and returned to her people in the sea. In Gaelic her descendants are known as
Clann ’ic Codrum nan rgn (“Clan Codrum of the Seals™).

The masks referred to earlier are, of course, part of the equipment for
imitating the totem, and we shall need to say more about them later.
Let Freud first tell us in what sense the totem is a sort of surname :

The totem is hereditary either through the maternal or the paternal line (maternal
transmission probably always preceded and was only later supplanted by the paternal)... .
Almost everywhere where the totem prevails, there also exists the law that the members
of the same totem are not allowed to enter into sexual relations with each other; that is,
that they cannot marry cach other. . . . Severe punishment is also meted out for temporary
love affairs which have not resulted in childbitth. . . . As the totem is hereditary and is
not changed by marriage, the results of the prohibition, for instance in the case of maternal
heredity, are easily perceived. If, for example, the man belongs to a clan with the totem
of the Kangaroo and marries a woman of the Emu totem, the children, both boys and
girls, are all Emu. According to the totem law incestuous relations with his mother and his
sister, who are Emu like himself, are therefore made impossible for a son of this marriage. . . |
The totem accomplishes more. . . . It also makes it impossible for the man to have sexual
union with all the women of his own group, with a number of females, therefore, who
are not consanguineously related to him. . . .

Since the pioneer work of Frazer in The Golden Bough modern classical

scholars, such as G. Thomson, the author of a recent treatise on Aeschylus,
have found many traces of this pattern of fraternities or clans with an

25
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animal mascot in the civilisations of the Mediterranean, an outcome of
modern research beautifully dramatised in the Golden Fleece of Robert
Graves. We now sce that Centaurs and Mermaids are not mythical
animals. No more are Dryads. We can read the book of Leviticus as a
testament of totemistic prohibitions which have impeded the assimilation
of a valuable segment of our community life; and we can trace the



8 The pattern of totemism is so widespread as to seem certainly a survival of the folk ways of man in the
Old Stone Age. (Opposite, left) Egyptian mask from frieze ; (right) drawing by Tom Roberts of native
of Northern Queensland, with fish mask; (above) Mixtec masked figures from Central America
(Codex Zouche-Nuttall ).

bestiality of the Nazi gas chamber to this same bestial obsession. Lest the
reader should think that our reconstruction of the cave painters is only
conjecture, we may turn again to Gordon Childe, who gives us this vignette
of an initiation ceremony of boys entering on manhood in the culture
epoch of the first men to use the harpoon:

In a scarcely accessible niche in the cave of Montespan the mud still preserves the marks
left by the buttocks of youths who had squatted there before a magic picture in Magda,
lenian times,

Let us pow try to put ourselves in the shoes of an Aurignacian, though
in fact he had none. You yourself, we will say, arc a Centaur, that is
member of the clan or fraternity whose mascot is the horse. The lady of
your choice—in those days her choice—is a lion-woman as Hercules in the
Graves interpretation of the Argonaut saga was a lion-man. It is a matter
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of life or a very unpleasant death by stonecraft, whether you can identify
her as of your totem, or then more especially whether she who did the
choosing can identify you, as someone of her own totem. At ceremonial
orgies associated with group marriages before men knew the facts of life,
in particular the significance of paternity (still a mystery to the Trobrianders),
it was customary to wear an animal mask. It was common to tattoo the
skin, or to invest oneself with the skin of one’s mascot, a possible ex-
planation of the origin of clothes. In one way or another you have to label
yourself with the surname of your clan, as the Scots clans, long since
emancipated from their presumptive marital preoccupations when they
come on the stage of history, labelled themselves by their tartans, as a
Mackintosh, as a Campbell or of the Clan Chattan, that is the Clan of
the Cat. One way or another, you must label yourself, or you will add
self-injury to incest.

Only now are we beginning to realise what a deep impression this
dilemma left on mankind long after the dawn of literacy. There is much
to be said for the view that our national fags are totem poles; and that
heraldry, in which animal emblems are so prominent a feature, is traceable
to devices used by marauding clans to signalise their identity as such.
Be that as it may, we are on surer ground when we scrutinise the seals

of antiquity. The earliest seal from Susa is a crude animal figure, and if -

we Interpret it as a totemistic signature we discover a direct link between
our Bushmen benefactors and two of the cardinal inventions of modern
civilisation. The seal is an instrument which contributes a picture symbol
to the making of a script, and it is likewise the parent of printing.

How true it is that the seal is the parent of writing and printing, the
reader may judge from the following remarks of Dr. Frankfort in his
scholarly treatise Cylinder Seals: a documentary essay on the Art and Religion
of the Ancient Near East:

It is this use; as a mark of ownership, which explains the curious shape of the cylinder
seal. For it is pre.eminently suited to cover varying surfaces with a distinctive design. The
legatising of written documents by seal impressions is merely a secondary use of the cylinder,

S

9 Peruvian mask worn when invoking the rain-god. The frog symbolised the god of rain, the spots on
the face the rain itself.
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10 The masks developed a significante deeper than the superstition which encouraged their use. They
became, in the seals which date from the dawn of recorded bistory, the first marks of personal cwnership,
the first picture symbols. These casts of typical seals from Mesopotamia of 3000—500 B.C. show animal
masks, animal deities, cuneiform writing and the scorpion of the zodiac.
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understandable since the seal design proved personal ownership.

It is remarkable that the cylinder seal was adopted in Egypt in proto-Dynastic times,
almost certainly in imitation of Mesopotamia, and in any case in its original application,
for jar sealings. But in the Nile valley the use of papyrus as writing material eventually
brought with it a change-over to the more practical form of the signet or stampeal, while
the retention of clay as the basis of script in Mesopotamia may well account for the parallel
retention of the cylinder seal, although the stampseal, impracticable for the safeguarding
of goods, would serve as well or better for the legalisation of written material.

Yet another application of the cylinder seal as mark of ownership or as trademark is
found in Western Asia. The cylinder is sometimes rolled over the shoulder of a jar before
the baking, when the clay is still soft—a usage of such obvious efficacy that one wonders at
the rarity of its occurrence. . . . It is known at Susa, in the Khabur region, at Byblos, and
at Megiddo in Palestine, but not in Mesopotamia proper. Most instances seem to belong
to the Early Dynastic period. An interesting modern parallel is supplied by the wooden
roulette employed by the natives of Nigeria to impress the designs on pots. In Western Asia
this usage remains isolated and without consequence, and it throws no light on the origin
of the cylinder seal.






The realism and richriess of detail in some of the earliest rock paintings
of animals is in striking contrast to the crudity of the figure on the Susa
seal. Nor need this surprise us. We may assume that no litle precision
was a necessary part of the magic identification in the earliest phase of
man’s exploits in picture-making, but such precision would become less
and less important through repetition of familiar conventions as time
went on. Less and less detail would be essential to recognition, and a
simpler, more conventional symbol would be more adaptable to its im-
print as a charm on human skin, on the handle of a weapon, on a rude
monument to mark the passage of the hunting seasons or on clay vessels
baked in the fire.

At what stage we do not know, man’s preoccupation with the mascot
animal of his clan increasingly assumed a character which has a formative
role in the creation of a landed class of calendar-makers with leisure to
petfect the use of symbols to record events. Here is what Frazer says about
it in The Golden Bough:

Primitive man believes that what is sacred is dangerous. . . . Thus Bechuanas of the
Crocodile clan think it hateful and unlucky to meet or see a crocodile. Yet the crocodile
is their most sacred object; they call it father, swear by it and celebrate it in their festivals. . . .
When a being is thus the object of mixed and implicitly contradictory feelings he may be
said to be in a state of unstable equilibrium. In course of time one of the contradictory
feclings is likely to prevail over the other. . . . An animal is thus killed as a solemn sacrifice
once and once only in the year. . . . He is spared and respected the rest of the year as a god
and slain, when he s slain, also in the character of a god.

This unsavoury identification in the twilight of the human reason has
a twofold significance for our theme. We have so far spoken of the totem.
ic animal as a surname, like that of Richard Ceceur de Lion whose shield
displayed the Lion as his emblem. To that extent we may regard the
ritual mask or the seal of more settled times as a signature in embryo;
but the ramifications of the totemic ideology confer on the picture of the
sacred beast another intention which we must later look into more closely.
Preliterate man maps the heavens as a guide to his seasonal pursuits.

11 Cave art had first a magic purpose. “ As surely as the artist drew a bison in tbc dark cavern, so

surely would there be a Living bison on the steppes outside for bis fellows to kill and eat.” (From painting
in the caves of Altamira.)
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He associates the rising or setting of the sun with a partcular star-cluster
as a favourable signal for hunting the unforbidden or for the sacrificial
ceremony of his tutelary. In this way, totemic signatures of neighbouring
clans become the symbols of the first sky map. So the very task of pre
paring for the ceremony or for the chase at the appointed time forces
into the same context the signature of a celestial event and the first crude
attempt to record by marks or scratches on stone or wood the lapse of
days or months which separate one sky-signal from its predecessor.
What decides the time of the appointed sacrifice, we can at best guess;
but a bad guess may bring into focus the momentous step man is about
to take as we approach the beginnings of settled community life. It may
be that you sacrifice the sacred Ram just before the lambing season
begins. The star-cluster whose rising and setting corresponds with that
of the sun at the lambing season then has a special relation to your clan
surname. In short, it is the constellation of the Ram (Aries); and the
signature () of the Ram fraternity or sorority now becomes a calen.
drical hieroglyph. At this stage, it is the task of the wisest old woman
of the Ram sorority to keep watch nightly for the time when the sun
enters Aries, as it may be that of the wisest old man of the Goat fraternity
to keep watch against the day when the sun enters the Goat constellation
(Capricorn). At first they have to rely on memory; but time comes when
permanent settlements, and therewith the two-parent family with a father.
surname, permit the separation of a priestly caste with leisure to record
the passage of celestial events in a more closely-knit community of interest.
The private calendars of the clans coalesce in a common ritual and their
signatures, now less necessary as surnames, furnish the priestly sky-
watchers with essential ingredients of a priestly script. Here we may turn
again with profit to Frankfort’s treatise on Cylinder Seals:
Since the seal designs of the First Dynasty of Babylon are as a rule mere conglomerations
of figures, we can only deal with its subject-matter by discussing these figures one by one.

There is, however, one point of view which would enable us to consider at least the best
products of the period as something more than a haphazard collection of motives, assembled

IV The animal symbols of the prebistoric painter are the earliest clues to the totemustic signatures
which were to become, over many thousands of years, the first conventions of buman communications.
(Boar, from a painting in the caves of Altamira.)
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merely to be distinctive in its variety. It is possible to see in many of the best seal designs
an astrological significance. The mediocre and poor seals would, as always, be mere
imitations of the better examples and lack a meaning of their own. But. . . it is quite
possible to claim that the great gods represent the planets, while the other figures symbolise
signs of the Zodiac, either those which according to astrological belief are of special
importance because they stood in the Ascendant or in Midheaven at the time of birth, or
because they setved as “House” to the ruling of other planets. Of the Zodiacal signs in
their Babylonian form only two, Cancer and Sagittarius, do not occur on the seals of the
First Dynasty of Babylon; Aries, called the labourer, may be represented by the small
human figures. Taurus would appear in its usual form; Gemini would be two talim,
“twins”, such as the two nude heroes wrestling (for the denomination of which we have
textual evidence) or even hero and Bull-man; Leo appears frequently; Virgo could be
represented by any goddess, since her symbol was a woman with an ear of corn and most
goddesses were fertility deities. Virgo bore a similar epithet Banat ributum *“who creates
seed”—and was identified with Shala. Libra and Scorpio both occur in their modetn
form, but Sagittarius appears in the immediately succeeding, Kassite, period, as a Scorpion~
man or centaur shooting with bow and arrow. Capricorn, on the other hand, is embodied
in Ea’s goatfish, which shipe it retains even with us, while Aquarius might well be
represented by the nude hero with the lowing vase, which alternates with a female figure
similarly equipped; for this constellation, though sometimes trcated as masculine, is called
Gula, a form of the Mother-Goddess. Pisces, finally, would appear in Babylonia as mer-
maid and bird (*The Tails”).

Thus far man has not discovered the art of writing. For he has not
incorporated in his battery of symbols the means of recording the fugitive
days and full moons which separate successive milestones in his ceremonial
calendar. Man has still to learn to make marks which stand for numbers.
These marks are also an essential ingredient of the art of writing; and the
sacrificial fantasy plays no mean role in promoting a demand for number
symbols. When human life becomes sufficiently settled to permit division
of labour, the practice of propitiation by slaying the sacred beast receives
a new impetus. It is in the interest of the priestly sky-watchers who pre-
scribe ceremonies appropriate to the season of the year to build up an
ideology of sacrifice. By so doing, they can exact tribute on a larger and
larger scale. By so doing, they appropriate to themselves land and goods.

11 The clan symbols attached themselves also to the star clusters which were time-guides to the livelibood
and ceremonies of early man. Again the superstition persisted (in astrology), but the symbols also played
their part in the coming of the calendar and the priestly scripts. (Below) Central portion of Mesopotamian
zodiac of Denderab, first millennium B.C. ( Above) With many symbols the same, a zodiac of 1400 A.D.
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By so doing, they promote a new need for recording large numbers.

The coming of the two-parent family itself disposed of an ambiguity in-
herent in the identification of star-cluster with totem. Henceforth, you are
no longer just one of the Goat men begotten of anonymous paternity. You
now have the questionable advantage of a father’s protection. If his name
is Isaac, yours is Isaacson; and if his name is John yours is Johnson. So
personal surnames began, as they persist in Iceland to this day; and such
is the system to which we can retrace our steps on a solid foundation of
fact by a cursory glance at the somewhat tedious genealogies in the
Pentateuch. Dog and Lion, Ram, Bull and Goat, Crab, Fish and Scor-
pion, Great Bear and Little Bear are no longer clan surnames. They are
labels of stars and of star-clusters in the night sky.

If we have the inclination to indulge curiosity about the beginnings of
family life in the New Stone Age, our only solid basis for speculation is
the new light shed by anthropological scholarship on the legends of
antiquity. One contemporary writer has tried to penetrate on our behalf
a veil of ignorance through which we can at best see darkly. In a book
of moving beauty and imaginative erudition, Robert Graves (The Golden
Fleece) gives us a lively reconstruction of the mores of an age in which
the cult of the Triple Mother Goddess in her three persons as New, Full
and Waning Moon was widespread throughout the Mediterranean.
Ancaeus, last survivor of the Argonauts marooned on Majorca, largest
of the Hesperides, converses with her priestess in the sacred grove. At
first, the conversation is friendly enough:

She asked him to what fraternity he belonged, and he answered that he was a Dolphin
man.

“Ah,” said the Nymph. “The very first time that I was initiated into nymph-hood and
companied with men, in the open furrow of the field after the sowing, it was with nine
Dolphin men. The first of my choice became Sun Champion, or War King, for the
ensuing year, as is customary here. Our Dolphins are a small, very ancient fraternity, and
distinguished for musical skill even above the Seals.”

“The dolphin is delightfully responsive to music,” Ancacus agreed.

The Nymph continued: “Yet, when I bore my child, it was not a girl, to be preserved,
but a boy; and in due course back he went, torn in pieces, to the furrow from which he
had sprung. The Goddess gave and the Goddess took away again. I have never since



had the heart to company with a Dolphin man, judging that the society is an unlucky
one for me. No male child of our family is permitted to live beyond the second sowing
season, . . .” '

Lucklessly, Ancaeus has a tale to tell of the new father-supremacy of
the sun-worshippers in the Isles of Greece, his home:

The Nymph wondered whether she had misheard his words. She asked: “Who may
the Father God be2 How can any tribe worship a Father2 What are fathers but the occasion.
al instruments that a woman uses for her pleasure and for the sake of becoming a mother?”
She began to laugh contemptuously and cried: “By the Benefactor, I swear that this is
the most absurd story that ever I heard. Fathers, indeed! I suppose that these Greek fathers
suckle the children and sow the barley and caprify the figarees and make the laws and,
in short, undertake all the other responsible tasks proper to women 2" She tapped impatienly
with her foot on a stone and the hot blood darkened her face. ... “The woman, not the
man, is always the principal: she is the agene, he the tool always. She gives the orders,
he obeys. Is it not the woman who chooses the man, and overcomes him by the sweetness
of her perfumed presence, and orders him to lie down in the furrow on his back, and there
riding upon him, as upon a wild horse tamed to her will, takes her pleasure of him and,
when she has done, leaves him lying like a dead man? Is it not the woman who rules
in the cave, and if any of her lovers displeases her by his surly or lazy behaviour, gives him
the three times repeated warning to take up all his gear and begone to his fraternity lodge?”

The nymph has the last word: .

Still conversing, she secretly signed to the Coat men that they should take Ancaeus
and lead him away from her sight, and then hunt him to death with their slings. For she
decided that 2 man who could relate such disturbing and indecent stories must not be
allowed to remain alive on the island, even for a short time longer, now that he had told
her what she wished to know about the principle of jointing the wooden statues. She
feared what mischief he might do by unsettling the minds of the men. Besides, he was a
bent, bald, ugly old fellow, an exile, and a Dolphin man, who would bring no luck to
the grove.

The Goat men prostrated themselves in reverence before the Orange Nymph and then,
rising up, obeyed her command with joy. The chase was not a long one.
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FROM CAVE PAINTING TO COMIC STRIP 2

The Coming of the Calendar

Some sort of writing has existed in the world for about five or six
thousand years; and we have seen reason to believe that man had learned
to make pictures as symbols, and in a crude sense as signatures, fully
twenty thousand years before that. We shall think of the intervening
time as a dark age, only if we misconceive the way in which man
has had to educate himself. If we traverse quickly a stretch of twenty
thousand years or more between man’s first exploits in picture-making and
the first crude settlements of the New Stone Age, we have to do so because
his next assignment in self-education was one which it would have been
impossible to accomplish without centuries of painstaking observation
dictated partly by the discipline of struggle with external nature, partly
by forebodings and hopes seemingly foolish in retrospect.

At the outset, we must dismiss the idea that the first men equipped with
the art of writing had any prevision of its consequences as a medium of
communication at a distance. The convenience of being able to send
messages by symbols is obvious only to those who have had the experience
of its advantages; and people are ever slow to adapt their means of
communication to their own profit. Even to-day, British schoolchildren
have the handicap of an extra school year’s work because no one can
induce the British Parliament to adopt a decimal system of coinage,
weights and measures widely used throughout western civilisation. It is
therefore silly to suppose that early discoveries came about by the sort of
foresight which fostered the fission of the atom. )

In the study of primitive cultures we must always be suspicious of
explanations which rely on motives imputing prevision of the profit a
new technique may confer. For instance, it is most unlikely that human

12 Forecasting the seasons is a physical necessity for nomadic bunters and food-gatberers. These Kenyab
tribesmen of Borneo are measuring the shadow cast by a stick of fixed length at noon on successive days.
When the shadow begins to shorten from its maximal length the time for preparing the land is near at hand.
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beings invented clothes in order to explore new hunting grounds in
colder climates. More probably they blundered into wearing clothes
for a variety of reasons which we can at best surmise. Archaeologists
have advanced several suggestions. One relies on the fact that Primates,
unlike most other mammals, have no retractor penis, a citcumstance of
some inconvenience to the male of a species which adopts the upright
posture. Thus some sort of waist-band to remedy this disability may well
have been the first contribution to the human wardrobe, though the
totemistic hypothesis mentioned in the last chapter offers a far more satis
factory explanation of how man furnished his wardrobe with a kit of
bearskins or horsehides for foreign travel.

To understand how man accomplished his first school tasks, we have
always to seek for some immediate and compelling necessity imposed on
him by his surroundings or by his own make-up. We have seen in man’s
own make-up a motive for his first urge to make pictures; and we shall
now see what external circumstances imposed on him the need to keep
a record. The main outlines are clear. Only the priorities are open to
dispute; and there is no doubt about the identity of one impelling urge
to record events in the everyday life of a preliterate community. While
writing as a means of transmitting a message is a convenience, writing
as a means of recording events is a necessity, if only because time flies
and the human memory is short. We are not born with a knowledge of
the calendar, or with any direct means of fixing our bearings in space;
but discovering how to forecast the seasons and how to trek to a hunting
ground was already a physical necessity of life for the nomadic hunters
and food gatherers who appear on the stage of history at the end of the
last great ice age. They had to learn where food of different sorts was
abundant at different seasons and how to trek thither at the right time.
We may be sure that they had a star-lore of a sort which would astonish
most city dwellers who get their knowledge of nature from books, unable
to share the wonder of Job when asked: “Canst thou bind the sweet
influences of Pleiades or loose the bands of Orion? . . . canst thou guide
Arcturus with his sons2”

All preliterate people living to-day have such knowledge; as have



13 When written bistory begins man is already an astronomer with the experience of twenty thousand
years of season-forecasting bebind him. This Babylonian zodiac dates from the second millennium B.C.

country folk who can see a sky line unimpeded by neon lights and the
roof of an apartment block. As the most backward people of to-day do,
the hunters and food-gatherers of the Old Stone Age would note where
the Pleiades, where Arcturus, where Sirius or where Canopus rise just
before sunrise or set just after sunset and what weather, what berries
ready for plucking, what quarry in foal, or what birds nesting on their
eggs the heliacal rising and setting of each bright star portends. In an

important monograph entitled Primitive Time Reckoning this is what -
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Nilsson tells us about the way in which preliterate peoples of the present
day regulate their lives by star-lore:

Primitive man rises and goes to bed with the sun. When he gets up at dawn and steps
out of his hut, he directs his gaze to the brightening cast, and notices the stars that are
shining just there and are soon to vanish before the light of the sun. In the same way he
observes at evening before he goes to rest what stars appear in the west at dusk and soon
afterwards set there, Experience teaches him that these stars vary throughout the year and
that this variation keeps pace with the phases of Nature, or, more concretely expressed,
he learns that the risings and settings of certain stars coincide with certain natural phenom.
ena. . .. Just as the advance of the day is discerned from the position of the sun, so the
advance of the year is recognised by the position of certain stars at sunrise and sunset. . . .
In order to determine the time of certain impottant natural phenomena it is therefore
sufficient to know and observe a few stars or constellations with accuracy and certainty.
The Pleiades are the most important. . .. The Hottentots connect the Pleiades with
winter. These stars become visible in the middle of June, that is in the first half of the
cold season, and are therefore called “Rime-stars”, since at the time of their becoming
visible the nights may be already so cold that there is hoar-frost in the early morning. The
appearance of the Pleiades also gives to the Bushmen of the Auob district the signal for
departure to the fsama field. ... A tribe of Western Victoria connected certain con-
stellations with the seasons. . . . The winter stars are Arcturus—who is held in great respect
since he has taught the natives to find the pupae of the wood-ants, which are an important
article of food in August and September—and Vega, who has taught them to find the
cggs of the malleehen, which are also an important article of food in October. The
natives also know and tell stories of many other stars. Another authority states that they
can tell from the position of Arcturus or Vega above the horizon in August and October
respectively when it is time to collect these pupac and these eggs. . . . For example when
Canopus at dawn is only a very little way above the eastern horizon, it is time to collect
eggs; when the Pleiades are visible in the east a little before sunrise, the time has come to visit
friends and neighbouring tribes. The Chukchee form out of the stars Altair and Tarared
in Aquila a constellation named pehittin, which . . . begins to appear above the horizon
at the time of the winter solstice . . . and most families belonging to the tribes living by
the sea bring their sacrifices at its first appearing. . . . In north-west Brazil the Indians
determine the time of planting from the position of certain constellations, in particular
the Pleiades. If these have disappeared below the hotizon, the regular heavy rains will
begin. The Siusi gave an accurate account of the progress of the constellations, by which
they calculate the seasons, and in explanation drew three diagrams in the sand. No. 1
had three constellations:—"“a Second Crab”, which obviously consists of the three bright
stars west of Leo, “the Crab”, composed of the principal stars of Leo, and “the Youths”,
i.e. the Pleiades. When these set, continuous rain falls, the river begins to rise, beginning



of the rainy season, planting of manioc. No. 2 had two constellations:—“the Fishing
Basket”, in Orion, and kakudzuta, the northetn part of Eridanus, in which other tribes
see a dancing-implement. When these set, much rain falls, the water in the river is at its
highest. No. 3 was “the Great Serpent”, i.c. Scorpio. When this sets there is little or no
rain, the water is at its lowest. The natives of Brazil are acquainted with the course of the
constellations, with their height and the period and time of their appearance in, and
disappearance from the sky, and according to them they divide up their seasons. . . . In
Africa also the observation of the stars, and above all the Pleiades, is widespread. . . . The
Melanesians of Banks Island and the northern New Hebrides are also acquainted with
the Pleiades as a sign of the approach of the yam-harvest. The inhabitants of New Britain
(Bismarck Acrchipelago) are guided in ascertaining the time of planting by the position
of certain stars. The Moanu of the Admiralty Islands use the stars as a guide both on
land and at sea, and recognise the season of the monsoons by them. When the Pleiades
(tjasa) appear ac nightfall on the horizon, this is the signal for the north-west wind to
begin. But when the Thornback (Scorpio) and the Shark (Altair) emerge as twilight
begins, this shews that the south-east wind is at hand. When “the fishers’ Canoe” (Orion,
three fishermen in a canoe) disappears from the horizon at evening, the south-east wind
sets in strongly: so also when the constellation is visible at morning on the horizon. When
it comes up at evening, the rainy season and the north-west wind are not far off. When
“the Bird” (camis major) is in such a position that one wing points to the north but the
other is still invisible, the time has come in which the turtles lay eggs, and many natives
then go to the Los-Reys group in order to collect them. The Crown is called “the Mosquito-
Star”, since the mosquitoes swarm into the houses when this constellation sets. The two
largest stars of the Circle are called pitui and papai: when this constellation becomes visible
in the carly morning, the time is favourable for catching the fish papai. The natives of the
Bougainville Straits are acquainted with certain stars, especially the Pleiades: the rising
of this constellation is a sign that the kai-nut is ripe: a ceremony takes place at this season.
On Treasury Island a grand festival is held towards the end of October, in order—so
far as could be ascertained—to celebrate the approaching appearance of the Pleiades above
the eastern horizon after sunset. In Ugi, where of all the stars the Pleiades alone have a
name, the times for planting and taking up yams are determined by this constellation.
In Lambutjo the year is reckoned according to the position of the Pleiades.

Around the camp fire and on their twilit errands of the chase the
hunters and food gatherers of the Aurignacian and Magdalenian epochs
would thus learn to map the heavens by the track of groups of stars which
they would associate in one or another way with the Totemic menagerie.
They would begin to date occurrences by the waxing and waning of
the moon. The old women and the old men of the tribe would recall
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a girl or boy as born so many moons (30-day time units) ago, and
hence ready for the ceremonial initiation into womanhood or manhood.
Age was an awe-inspiring repository of tribal wisdom before man had
collectivised his memory by the creation of a script. The oldest woman
or the oldest man of the tribe was the most comprehensive calendar, the
master clockmakeér, the Registrar General of births and deaths, the dic-
tionary of national biography and the chief surveyor of the tribe. Nilsson,
among whose pages we have browsed already, tells us how some sort of
specialisation of responsibility for the calendar exists among living pre-
literate people in the following words:

Some of the Bontoc Igorot state that the year has eight, others a hundred months, but
among the old men, who represent the wisdom of the people, thete are some who know
and assert that it has thirteen. The further the calendar develops, the less does it become a
common possession. Among the Indians, for example, there are special persons who keep
and interpret year-lists illustrated with picture-writings, e.g. the calendrically gifted Anko,
who even drew up a list of months. . . . Among the Caffres we read of special “astrologers”.
Among the Kenya of Borneo the determination of the time for sowing is so important
that in every village the task is entrusted to 2 man whose sole occupation it is to observe
the signs. He need not cultivate rice himself, for he will receive his supplies from the
other inhabitants of the village. His separate position is in part due to the fact that the
determination of the season is effected by observing the height of the sun, for which special
instruments ate required. The process is a secret, and his advice is always followed. It is
only natural that this individual should keep secret the traditional lore upon which his
position depends; and thus the development of the calendar puts a still wider gap between
the business of the calendar/maker and the common people. Behind the calendar stand
in particular the priests. . . . Among the priests there is formed a special class whose duty
it is to make observations and keep the calendar in order. Among the Hawaiians “as-
tronomers (kilo-hoku) and priests” are mentioned; they handed down their knowledge
from father to son; but women, kilowabine, ate also found among them. Elsewhere the
nobles appear alongside of the priests; thus in Tahiti it is the nobles who are responsible
for the calendar, in New Zealand the priests. In the latter country there is said to have been
a regular school, which was visited by priests and chiefs of highest rank. Every year the
assembly determined the days on which the corn must be sown and reaped, and thus its
members compared their views upon the heavenly bodies. Each course lasted from three
to five months.

It is not remarkable that man is an astronomer when the written record
# of human history begins. It would be more remarkable if man could



have amassed the experience which delimited the Egyptian year in a
shorter period than the twenty,odd thousand years which separate the
first cave paintings from the beginnings of civilisation. Indeed, we can
make more than a shrewd guess about how he accomplished the task
and about some of the consequences of the way in which he did so.
In broad outline our reconstruction of the stages does not have to rely on
what we can surmise by analogy with the practice of contemporary
hunting and food-gathering folk who have not yet learned to write and
to read. Written history starts on a note of controversy between two
schools, the Mesopotamian moon-timekeepers with a 360-day year of
twelve thirty.day months and the Egyptian sun-time innovators with their
year of 365 days and a bit. Everything their legends and ritual suggest
about their temples as observatories of celestial events tallies with what
astronomers can deduce from their lay-out. More than that, the lay-out
of monuments such as Stonehenge built by folk who carried the sun-
calendar far north, and started on their trek long before writing began,
tells the same tale. This is what the astronomer Sir Norman Lockyer
says about the Stonehenge set-up:

It has long been known that Stonehenge is oriented to the rising of the sun at the summer
salstice. Its amplitude instead of being 26° is 40° N. of E.; with a latitude of §1°, the 26°
azimuth of Thebes is represented by an amplitude of 40° at Stonchenge. The structure
consists of a double circle of stones, with a sort of naos composed of large stones facing
a so-called avenue, which is a sunken way between two parallel banks. This avenue
stretches away from the naos in the direction of the solstitial sunrise. But this is not all.
In the avenue, but not in the centre of its width, there is a stone called the “Friar’s Heel”,
so located in relation to the horizon that, according to Mr. Flinders Petrie, who has made
careful measurements of the whole structure, it aligned the coming sunrise from a point
behind the naos or trilithon. The horizon is invisible at the entrance of the circle, the peak
of the heel rising far above it; from behind the citcles the peak is below the horizon. Now,
from considerations which I shall state at length further on, Mr. Petrie concludes that
Stonchenge existed 2000 B.C. It must not be forgotten that structures more or less similar
to Stonchenge are found along a line from the east on both sides of the Mediterranean.
Tt will be seen that the use of the marking stone to indicate the direction in which the sun
will rise answers exactly the same purpose as the long avenue of majestic columns and
pylons in the Egyptian temples. In both cases we had a means of determining the com-
mencement and the succession of years. Hence, just as surely as the temple of Karnak

45



46

once pointed to the sun setting at the summer solstice, the temple at Stonchenge pointed
nearly to the sun rising at the summer solstice. Stonchenge, there is litle doubt, was so
constructed that at sunrise at the same solstice the shadow of one stone fell exactly on the
stone in the centre; that observation indicated to the priests that the New Year had begun,
and possibly also fires were lighted to flash the news through the country. And in this
way it is possible that we have the ultimate origin of the mid-summer fires, which have
been referred to by so many authors.

In his book Comparative Religion, Bouquet tells the same story of the
menbhirs (stone pillars) set in rows in Britain in Cornwall, on Dartmoor,
on Exmoor, in the Scottish highlands and in the North Riding of
Yorkshire, as also in Brittany,

arranged in a manner almost identical with those of the Khasis and Nagas of Assam.

One very ingenious etymological theory makes the name of the god Apollo connect with

the word “pella”, which is a Greek synonym for the better-known word “lithos”, a stone,

and “pella” is by Grimm’s law the same as the German “Fels”, a rock. We haveactualrecord
of the connexion of Apollo with certain menhirs. . . . Stone circles are connected quite
as much with openvair sky-worship as with the burial and cult of the dead, and it is
remarkable that they are distributed over an area ranging from the British Isles to Peking,
and incliding Africa, Italy, Scandinavia, Persia, Arabia and the North.-west frontier of

India. Stonescircles, avenues and menbhirs are by no means all of the same age, any more

than Gothic churches are. The practice of making them may well have prevailed through

several millennia; and the most highly developed circle, the well-known white-marble

Altar of Heaven at Peking, was erected as recently as 1889. Recent investigations have

shown that the stone circle is related to the wood circle. . . . Thus the grove is convention-

alised into a circle of posts, and the posts become megalithic uprights.

It is a far cry from the primitive astronomy of the Bushman or of the
Australian aborigines to a temple observatory of the Bronze Age, such
as that of Stonehenge, or of wooden groves which presumptively antedate
calendrical monuments still extant; but the existence of two calendars in
Egypt leaves us in little doubt about the sequence of calendrical invention
between the Cave painters of the Aurignacian culture and the beginning
of civilisation on the Nile. The Egyptians had two years, one of 365 days,
the Sothic based on the heliacal rising of the dog star Sirius, brightest of
all stars in the heavens. Of the other, we shall have more to say at a later

14 Temple observatories were built by folk who carried the sun-calendar far north. At Stonebenge
(2000 B.C.) on the morning of the summer solstice, the sun rising bebind the Slaughter Stone was aligned
by the Friar’s Heel Stone to a point within the sanctuary. It was the signal that the New Year bad begun,
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15 From Peking to Britain stone circles, avenues and imenbirs were built over a period of several millennia
to serve as astronomical observatories. (Above) The stones at Carnac, Brittany. (Opposite) The
majestic columns of the avenue at Karnak, Egypt, down which the rays of the setting sun shone directly
on the evening of the summer solstice.

stage. The sidereal year started on the day when Sirius is just rising
in the first flicker of dawn. A year delimited in this way is on all fours
with widespread custom among living preliterate peoples, as Nilsson has
assured us; and early Mesopotamian calendar lore likewise ties up with
contemporary practice at the preliterate level of life. Before men made
marks to count off the days between the dawn.rising or sunset-setting of
a star on successive occasions, they had learned to map the position of
the rising and setting sun on the horizon by the rising and setting position
of star.clusters whose surviving names—the Ram, the Bull, the Lion,
the Goat, the Fish, the Crab and the Scorpion—are eloquent testimony
to the role of the calendar in the Totemic ritual and hunting pursuits
of an age vastly earlier than the date of the first Euphratean settlements.

Such testimony is all the more eloquent because the division of the firm-
ament into the star-clusters of the zodiac derives no very obvious sanction






16 The Bronze Age observatories are a far cry from the first primitive astronomy. They enable the
observer to wote the interval between two occasions when the sun rises at exactly the same point of the
borizon, and so, possibly, to delimit the tropical year of 3653 days. ( Stone avenue, Down Tor, Devon.)
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from the appearance of the night sky; and would seem quite arbitrary
if we had no clue to the motives which impelled early man to map the
heavens. We have found the clue in our first chapter. The earliest calendar.
lore of the Euphrates discloses a zodiac of only six signs: Taurus, Cancer,
Virgo, Scorpio, Capticornus and Pisces, all but one of which are sacred
animals. At this stage, we thus see a solar calendar emerging against a
background of units sufficiently small for the memory to deal with. Two
months of 30 days define the lapse of time between the sun’s entry into
one zodiacal constellation and the next; and the collective year of these
several clan calendars is a 360-day cycle of 6 double months, i.e. 2 moon
units of 60 days in all. The complete zodiacal circus, which maps the
later year of the Mesopotamian priesthoods as a cycle of 12 months, arrives
on the scene after the coming of a priestly caste of calendar-makers.

To say that the sun enters Capricorn on a certain day signifies that
some chosen star in the constellation of the Goat is just visible above the



horizon before dawn where the rising sun is about to appear. Ram, Bull
and Lion, Goat (Capricorn), Crab (Cancer) and Scorpion are labels
which proclaim the close association of man’s lessons in timekeeping
with his totemic ritual and daily struggle for food in an age when he
was still a nomadic hunter; but they also point to a shift of emphasis
as we approach the beginnings of settled life. More and more man’s
outlook turns upwards; and legend suggests that his totem signatures
take on a new use. If you are a2 man or woman of the Goat fraternity,
your ceremonial year will begin when the sun enters Capricorn; and if
you have started a more settled sort of life than that of the first cave
painters, you will mark the site of its rising with stone pillars or saplings
to guide the ritual procession which greets it with the sacrifice of the sacred
beast. Your goat emblem is now a symbol for a unit of time, for
an aspect of the heavens and for a horizon bearing.

To appreciate the significance of the Stone avenues which label the
sun’s rising or setting position on the day announcing the beginning of
a New Year, it is necessary to know a little astronomy. Fortunately, the
great excavators such as Flinders Petrie were themselves good astronomers,
having taken to research before universities handed out diplomas of
competence in watertight specialities; and on that account they were able
to interpret intelligently the technical problems which man is in process
of solving as we approach the threshold of the New Stone Age. Let us
therefore look at the astronomical problems for which mankind is seeking
a solution on the threshold of the Neolithic Revolution.

We have seen that the Egyptians recognised a 365-day year based on
the heliacal rising of Sirius. It is now necessary to examine the implications
of the fact that they also had a 365}-day year based on observations of a
different sort. The two systems of sun-time correspond to what modern
astronomers distinguish respectively as the sidereal and the tropical year.
The sidereal year is the interval between two occasions when the sun
returns to its previous position among the fixed stars in the course of its
apparent annual trek in the zodiacal belt. Any star or star-cluster serves to
fix it roughly, as the Egyptians fixed the Sothic year; and this is possible at
a very primitive level. The tropical year signifies the interval between two
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17 In the star maps of Ancient Egypt, the sacred animal (or clan totem) still symbolises an aspect of
the beavens. This chart of the stars in the region of the Pole is from a wall-painting in the tomb of Seti
I, made about 1300 B.C.

occasions when the sun rises at exactly the same point on the horizon;. as
for instance its extreme northerly limit (summer solstice), its extreme
southerly limit (winter solstice) or half-way position at the vernal and
autumnal equinoxes. Fixing the length of the tropical year is not exactly
the same as fixing the sidereal year, because the earth wobbles on its axis
like a spinning top, making a complete cycle in the course of 25,000 years.
On this account the rising and setting position of a fixed star with reference
to the horizon changes slowly in the course of centuries, and a calendar
which dates the year from the day on which the sun’s rising position
corresponds with that of a particular star gets annually a little bit more
out of step with the seasons which depend only on the sun’s rising or
setting position relative to the horizon itself.

Centuries, maybe millennia, of painstaking observation of the rising
and setting of the sun preceded the time when written history begins in
Egypt and Mesopotamia. In The Legacy of Egypt Sewell tells us:

The question may be asked, indeed has been asked, whether it is credible that a people
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18 The signs of the zodiac derive no obvious sanction from the appearance of the night sky. Taurus, which
has the outline of a bull in the sixteenth-century drawing (right), can equally well be given some quite
different outline as in the modern imitation (left). The name came first, the outline later.

whose writing was in its infancy at the opening of dynastic history should be capable of
astronomical observations and computations. The primary answer is that there is ample
evidence that they actually did make surprisingly accurate observations. It is unnecessary
to offer conjectures as to the method adopted for observation of an equinox, since the
only reasonable inference from the evidence is that they knew the length of a year measured
from autumn equinox to autumn equinox within one or two minutes. Such accuracy
could be attained only by the use of records which showed the interval which had elapsed
between autumn equinoxes, for example, 100 years apart.

To get into perspective what the knowledge of the tropical year at so
carly a stage in the human record portends, we must liberate ourselves
from the hypnotic power of a formula. As children we have heard too
often that the sun rises in the east and sets in the west. Consequently
most of us have to make an effort to remember that this happens only
on two days of the year, the Easter and the Harvest equinoxes, each
redolent of agelong association with fertility rites. To fix East and West
by the sun alone, we have to bisect the angle between a fixed point on
the landscape and the sun’s rising or setting position on the solstices,

53






19 Long ages of sky observation were required to establish a calendar, both in the Old World and the
New. The east-west layout of the Pyramids of Gizeh enabled the Egyptians to observe the equinoxes.
The Aztecs used the 365-day solar year in addition to the arbitrary 260-day “sacred” year. The inner
aircle of the Mexican Calendar-Stone (abeve) shows the 20 Mexican day-signs.

that is the dates of its furthest northerly and of its furthest southerly goal
in its apparent annual trek to and fro across the heavens. To fix North
and South by the sun alone, we have to bisect an angle between the lie
of the sun’s shadow at some time before noon and the lie of the sun’s
shadow of equal length at some time after noon. Either way, we have to
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be able to bisect an angle, to trace a circle in soft earth or sand with a piece
of cord or otherwise and to make a setsquare of sorts. When we have
learned to do so we have not merely become better astronomers. We
have also started to teach ourselves geometry.

To do anything of the sort, we have to set up some pole or stone to
mark where the sun is on a particular day, and it is possible that men
started doing this sort of thing to guide them in their nightly expeditions
or to label the site of a ceremonial which transfers its emphasis from the
totem to the calendar as the social life of early man becomes more closely
knit. What we know with some assurance is that the men who trekked
northward with the knowledge of sun-time made stone avenues to greet
the rising or setting of particular stars; and what archaeology encourages
us to infer tallies with what we know about sun-timekeeping among
preliterate people still alive. Writing of the devices they use to map the
track of the rising and setting sun across the horizon during the course of

the tropical year, Nilsson remarks:
. .. the observation of the solstices and equinoxes belongs to a much higher stage of
civilisation than does that of the stars. . . . It is used by the Eskimos, who have a very
highly developed sense of place, and know how to make good maps. Morcover where
the sun in winter stands_ very low on the horizon, and for a time altogether disappears
beneath it, the conditions are very favourable for the observation of its return. Older
authors say that by the rays of the sun on the rocks the Eskimos can tell with tolerable
accuracy when it is the shortest day; more recently we have been told of the Ammasalik
that they can calculate beforchand the time of the shortest day—and that accurately to
the day—not only from the solstitial point, but also from the position of Altir in the
morning twilight. They begin their spring when the sun rises at the same spot as Alair. . . .
One would suspect that this Melanesian science, like the knowledge of the stars, is borrowed
from the Polynesians: for the latter understood the annual course of the sun. In Tahiti
the place of the sunrise was called tatabeita, that of the sunset topa-t-era. The annual move.
ment of the sun from the south towards the north was recognised, and so was the fact
that all these points of the daily approach to the zenith lay in a line. This meridian was
called f'era-hwattea, the northern point of it tu-errau, and the opposite point above the
horizon, or the south, tea. According to other sources the December solstice was called
rua-maoro or rua-roa, the June solstice rua poto. . . . How the Polynesians came to recognise
the tropics and the equator is unfortunately unknown, but certainly they did it like other
peoples by observing the solstices and equinoxes at certain landmarks. . . . Agricultural
peoples in particular have developed various methods of this kind. The rice.cultivating



peoples of the East Indies use various methods in order to determine the important time
of sowing. Of the observation of the stars we have already spoken. Among the Kayan of
Sarawak an old priest determines the official time of sowing from the position of the sun
by erecting at the side of the house two oblong stones, one larger and one smaller, and then
observing the moment when the sun, in the lengthening of the line of connexion between
these two stones, sets behind the opposite hill. The sowing-day is the only one determined
by astronomical methods. In other respects the timesreckoning is a more or less arbitrary
one, and is dependent on the agriculture. Of the hollows in a block of stone at Batu Sala,
in the river-bed of the upper Mahakam, it is said that they originated in the fact that the
priestesses of the neighbouring tribes used formerly to sit on the stone every year in order
to observe when the sun would set behind a certain peak of the opposite mountain. This
date then decided the time for the beginning of the sowing. . . . The Kenyah observe the
position of the sun. Their instrument is a straight cylindrical pole of hardwood, fixed
vertically in the ground and carefully adjusted with the aid of plumb-lines; the possibility
of its sinking deeper into the earth is prevented. The pole is a little longer than the out-
stretched arms of its maker and stands on a cleared space by the house, surrounded by a
strong fence. The observer has further a Rat stick on which lengths measured from his
body are marked off by notches. The other side has a larger number of notches, of which
one marks the greatest length of the midday shadow, the next one its length three days
after it has begun to shorten, and so on. The shadow is measured every midday. As it
grows shorter after reaching its maximal length the man observes it with special care, and

. announces to the village that the time for preparing the land is near at hand. In Bali and
Java the seasons are determined by the aid of a gnomon of rude construction, having a dial
divided into twelve parts.

We have also information about what the Incas did in historic times.

Again we turn to Nilsson’s monograph:

The Incas erected artificial marks. There were in Cuzco sixteen towers, eight to the
west and eight to the east, arranged in groups of four. The two middle ones were smaller
than the others, and the distance between the towers was eight, ten or twenty feet. The
space between the little towers through which the sun passed at sunrise and sunset was
the point of the solstices. In order to verify this the Inca chose a favourable spot from which
he observed carefully whether the sun rose and set between the little towers to east and west.
For the observation of the equinoxes richly ornamented pillars were set up in the open space
befote the temple of the sun. When the time approached, the shadow of the pillars was
carefully observed. The open space was circular, and a line was drawn through its centre
from east to west. Long experience had taught them where to look for the equinoctial
point, and by the distance of the shadow from this point they judged of the approach
of the equinox. When from sunrise to sunset the shadow was to be seen on both sides
of the pillar and not at all to the south of it, they took that day as the day of the equinox.
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This last account is for Quito, which lies just under the equator. At the spring equinox
the maize was reaped and a feast was celebrated, at the autumn equinox the people cele-
brated one of their four principal feasts. The months were calculated from the winter
solstice. . . .

Against this background, it is not difficult to reconstruct the technical
problems of the first men who made a calendar which would keep in
step with the seasons and to assess what social innovations must needs
antedate a solution of them. From temples like Stonehenge and stone
avenues leading to burial mounds built by the Megalithic colonisers of
Britain and Brittany, we may infer that the first step to a record of celestial
occurrences was part map-making, part calendar-dating; and the next
step is obvious to most anyone except a state attorney pressing for a
conviction. Normal people know that the human memory is a fallible
guide to truth—in contradistinction to legal testimony. It is indeed a
notable feat of memory to recall a girl born 160 moons ago as overdue for
the initiation ceremony which registers her as a woman. To arrive at the
conclusion that the solar year is 365} days without some mechanical aid
to memory would therefore be a superhuman exploit. Just because time
flies, you have to make marks of some sort which record the passage of
days or at least of moons by cutting some sort of tick on the stones or
poles which mark your celestial bearings; and when you have done so,
you have taken a decisive step towards the composition of script. You
are now becoming a literate being.

All this presumes that you are beginning to have a more settled kind
of life than that of men in the Old Stone Age. This more settled sort of
life, far more than the character of the tools which name it, is what we
now mean when we speak of the New Stone Age Culture which begins
about ten thousand years ago. It was the consequence of two accidents
of human untidiness. One, which is certain, is that dogs hung around
the camps of the earliest truly human hunters and food gatherers as the
jackal strings along with the hyaena to pick up the scraps from the rich
man’s table. The other we can surmise with good reason from what we
know about nomadic peoples of the present day. If they left grain about
in early spring, the tribe would find it sprouting when it returned to



20 “The Place Where the Sun is Tied” was the name the Incas gave to this buge sun-tower, hewn from

a single rock, near Cuzco. In pre-Columban Peru there were elaborate devices for observing the precise
arrival of the solstices and equinoxes.

pitch dwellings on the same spot. This is how man most probably
learned to scatter grain, to wait for it to ripen and to store it.

Many thousands of years before settled life began, man had found a
friend in his hunting expeditions. The remains of the dog and man go
together in very early cave relics; and we find the dog with man wherever
neither of them has any title as proper mammals to exist, in Australia
where only pouched mammals such as the kangaroo are native and in
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New Zealand which lost its link with any big land area before there were
any mammals at all. Any cowboy film tells its story of the consequences
of this partnership. Put even the most town-bred dog in a field where
there are hoofed grazing mammals which live in herds, and he will round
them up. If there is a nearby ravine into which man can drive them,
the tribe has then a year’s supply of meat in cold storage. This did not
happen suddenly and dramatically; and it would be strange that man
took ten thousand years to become a herdsman in a big way, if we did
not realise what a high wall of custom-thought right now comes between
human beings and the most beneficial human innovations. Our own
generation will risk the possibility of destroying the civilisation of three
continents by atomic war rather than get together to do something
Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson have shown us the way to
do nearly two centuries ago.

A step so inevitable to a cold-storage economy of settled life is worthy
of a digression which dog-lovers will condone. The variety of donestic
dogs is without parallel, if we pay regard to the anatomical peculiarities
of a Great Dane and a King Charles Spaniel; and such diversity is a
challenge to the biologist. Why so many: We do not get near to an answer
satisfying to the modern geneticist if we put it in the form: what is the
origin of the dog? So stated, the question pays too high a compliment to
the science of animal classification. Unlike botanists with the practical
exigencies of horticulture to discipline them, zoologists are not very fas/
tidious about what they call a species in contradistinction to a geographical
variety; and they have few opportunities for drawing a fine distinction
between the two, when they have to classify mammals as museum ex-
hibits. We know that species placed as museum exhibits in different
genera of the dog family (Canidae) will interbreed freely; and this tells
us much. When man comes into the picture, there are very different dogs
—jackals and wolves and the like—in different parts of the world, dogs
with a very different hereditary make-up but still able to mate with fertile

21 Dogs belped man towards the settled way of life which at once necessitated and permitted more
accurate observation of the beavens. Found wherever man is found, dogs of more than one type, including
the greybound, were common in Ancient Egypt. ( Above) Toy of late X111 Dynasty (the rod opens
its mouth). (Below) Relief from tomb chapel of Ra'-em-ka, 2481~2453 B.C.
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issue. Given a little more time, and less opportunity, they would be
distinct species in the sense that the offspring of a cross between them,
if viable, would be infertile like the mule; but the arrival of this inveterate
wanderer Man prevents any tidy solution of dog classification. Wherever
he goes his dog goes with him and interbreeds with the native dogs. So
a stupendous mixing of genes is the outcome. Even in early Egyptian
times we have greyhound types; and the first British fossil dog com.
panion of man would pass for a Chow.

It seems a long way from the calendar and from cave painting to the
domestic fowl of which there is also a remarkable variety of breeds; but
it is relevant because it brings us nearer to the implications of settled life.
In blundering into the art of scattering grain, human untidiness provided
a sufficient excuse for attaching to the tribe a bird selected with no pre-
vision for laying successive clusters of edible eggs, a bird which followed
man in his wanderings, mating with what jungle fowl were locally wild.
It would make a good story if we could confidently say that man became
a herdsman first, an egg-farmer second, and a harvester third; but we have
no clear evidence that this was so. All we know is that some men settled
down more or less permanently in one place, some in another, with more
than one anchor to curb the frontier tradition. Having done so, they had
regularised their seasonal routine and the need for a reliable calendar was
more imperative. Having done so, their more settled life gave some of

22 The Land-owning and tribute which grew up with the more settled life of the agricultural communities
required records and a script. (Below) Drawings from Egyptian friezes of V and XVIII Dynastics.
(Opposite) Babylonian boundary stone of 1100 B.C. inscribed with a deed recording the gift of certain
land in Southern Babylonia to Gula-Eresh, by Eanna-Shum-1ddina, governor of the coastal lands of
the Persian Gulf.
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them more opportunities to record the same celestial events over longer
periods. Having done so, more division of work was possible, and occupa-
tional groups begin to crystallise, in particular a group of the older persons
of the tribe as custodians of the calendar and of the ceremonies appropriate
to placating the celestial totems. These old folk have less vested interest
in beast-lore. Man is now becoming starry-eyed.

Once you get settled life, and with it a new complexity of occupational
specialisation, something else happens. Among hunting and food-gather.
ing folk there is a give and take, a sharing of the spoils. They are nomads
and there is little scope for private property among nomads. The settled
community life of the Neolithic has to promote a new ideology of pro-
prietorship to make provision for the specialist, in particular the priestly
custodians of the calendar and of the ritual which revolves with it.
There is land-owning and there is tribute, all of which signifies the
beginnings of accountancy. Experts differ about whether the actual task
of making a calendar or the accountancy which comes with a privileged
caste of calendar-makers has precedence as circumstances which forced
on mankind the need for keeping records of enumeration. If the frag.
mentary remains so far unearthed favour the first alternative, common
sense about astronomy, and a lively appreciation of the technical diffiv
culties to be surmounted very slowly before it was possible to amass
the calendrical lore of Egypt, Sumer or the Maya culture of Guatemala,
favour the other. We are on safe ground if we say that there is a close
tieup between the two. By the time we first find evidence of symbols
for enumeration, man has learned to make simple geometric figures to
label plots of land appropriated by the priestly astronomers or to chart
the lay-out of calendar monuments. He also has somatic symbols of
measure, the most primitive units of which persist in everyday life as
the foot of the foot-rule and the hand of the horse-dealer.

We have thus traced human origins to a stage at which there is a
compelling need to record what is too big a job for the memory of the
oldest inhabitant; and what is too big is essentially the task of carrying
big numbers in the head and of settling a dispute when the arithmetic
of the old folk is discordant. Art, technics and social custom now revolve



around the calendar; and we cannot read the riddles of the earliest bards
with understanding unless we interpret them, as does Robert Graves
in The White Goddess, against a background of calendar controversy.
One great calendar controversy of emergent civilisation arising from the
conflicting claims of the sidereal and tropical year suffices to explain the
great antiquity of a discovery so sophisticated as the occurrence usually
called the Precession of the Equinoxes, now atributed to a spinningstop
wobble of the earth’s axis. The occasion of another was the perennial
muddle resulting from the attempt to square suntimekeeping of either
sort with the older practice of moontimekeeping. No compromise is
possible, because the solar year is not an exact number of months; and the
confusion resulting from continual revision of a calendar with a 360-day
year of twelve 30-day months left an indelible mark on the history of
mankind.

Possibly it furnishes an explanation of a change which we can infer
with some plausibility from the content of Mediterranean mythology, as
suggested by citations from Robert Graves at the end of the last chapter.
At the earliest level of the totemistic set-up, when there is as yet no
understanding of the essential role the male plays in procreation, human
communities commonly reckon descent through the mother. Boy-child
or girl.child is an Emu, if the mother’s fraternity is Emu, Kangaroo if
the mother’s is Kangaroo. When history starts, with the great controversy
between the sun-time and the moon-time school in full swing, we have
abundant evidence of the survival of local cults with women in holy
orders and a wealth of legends suggestive of a culture conflict in which
the suntime folk are the pioneers of the patriarchal one-wife family, the
moon-time folk, closer to the totemistic tradition, being the conservative
party. To say that women were once the dominant sex would be mis-
leading, because modern ideas of dominance imply a high level of
occupational specialisation coupled with a special rake-off in a framework
of property rights with no parallel at a primitive level of social organisation.
Suill, there is much to be said for the view that women had a monopoly
of the most privileged positions of Mediterranean society ten thousand
years ago. If so, it is a pleasant pastime to speculate on why they lost it.
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Our close-up of the coming of the calendar has kept in focus the
practical necessity of primitive timekeeping and the accompanying
totemic ceremonial; but it would be false to leave the impression that
man’s first dabbling in science was wholly practical from our own view-
point. The scientific attitude often takes us up the garden path; but what is
peculiar to the attitude we call modern science is an eagerness to retrace
our footsteps. In the beginnings of astronomy and geometry, Man had
to go up many blind alleys, retracing his steps very reluctantly; and one
of these blind alleys was unavoidable, because of an exasperating coin~
cidence of Nature’s arithmetic with some relevance to the role of woman
in the calendar caste. The Latin meaning of the menses and the vernacular
of our own time alike proclaim the fact that the mean length of the human
menstrual cycle tallies closely with the length of the lunar cycle. This is
a fact which has puzzled—rather fruitlessly—modern scientists of no mean
repute, including Arrhenius; and a British medical journal has published
a staustical article on the subject during the last twenty years. That we
know from the written record how greatly it impressed the physicians
of an-iquity should not therefore surprise us.

If, as we may infer from legend, there was some ceremonial tie-up
between moon-timekeeping and a function so closely connected with
fertility in societies which place so remarkable a valuation on an accom.
plishment so customary as procreation, we are able to see one reason why
the nymphs and the sibyls were on the losing side. Since 2 moon year of
360 days gets out of step with the seasons far more quickly than the
crudest sun calendar based on enumeration of days between two heliacal
risings of a star, it is also a far less efficient tool for an economy which
relies on forecasting the times of sowing, harvest and lambing. It had to
go, and its passing seems to coincide with the ascendancy of a comfortable
male rationalisation to compensate the alternate sex for their new role.
Women who had exposed their unwanted progeny lightheartedly and
had maimed their surplus male offspring as a routine now undertake a
new role equipped with an inborn aptitude for child-love.

The emergence of the dominant male, and therewith the family as we
ourselves understand the term, is still an enigma, and it would be false



23 Sun and moon long competed for the regulation of the calendar. Matriarchal soctety, associating the
moon-cycle with the rhythms of womanhood, generally favoured moon-timekeeping, and patriarchal society
sun-timekeeping. In these sixtcenth-century drawings from the “Planetenbuch” the sun is still depicted
as male and the moon as female.

to the scientific attitude to offer a solution without recognising evidence
which points to the contrary. Among all the people of the Mediterranean
none more reluctantly relinquished lunar time and none more fiercely
espoused the cause of the patriarchal family than the Jews, proclaiming
the Father-God as supreme, while Greeks and Romans came to terms
with the earlier cults by making a niche in their celestial pantheon for
Persephone-Proserpine, Athena-Minerva, Hera-Juno, Artemis-Diana,
Aphrodite-Venus, daughters of the Great Mother variously known as
Isis- Astarte.Cybele-Demeter.

The grove and temple cults of Greek civilisation probably signify
survivals of clan ceremonials from an age when each clan had its own
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24 Custody of the calendar was assumed by the Christian fatbers, who adapted their own chronology
to the beliefs current in Imperial Rome. St. Peter’s at Rome is oriented to the true east (where the sun
rises at the equinoxes) as carefully as Stonebenge is to the midsummer sunrise.

ritual year associated with the annual sacrifice of the Totem. In the settled
life of a seasonal economy of grain storage and herdsmanship, such
private calendar cults are out of place. Gradually, they lose their identity
in a more comprehensive system of sun-timekeeping appropriate to a
way of life in which there is increasing specialisation. The time has now
come for the appearance of a profession of timekeepers who are the first
scribes and authors. They are also the first plutocracy, since they derive
ample opportunity for levying tribute by virtue of the sacrificial office.

- What few of us realise is how much of this remains; or why indeed it

does so.



In converting the heathen, and in assuming the responsibility for the
practical role of the ancient priesthoods as the timekeepers of society when
their own cult became the official creed of Imperial Rome, the Christian
fathers shrewdly adapted their own chronology to current beliefs. The
birth of the Sun of Righteousness must needs now coincide with the
beginning of the solar year at the winter solstice; and the annual celebra.
tion of the crucifixion symbolised by the sacrifice of the Paschal Lamb
must needs happen at the vernal equinox when the sun enters the con.
stellation of the Ram, an occasion consecrated by age-long performance
of fertility rites in honour of the Phrygian Cybele and of her consort Auis.
By the same token, St. Mary takes her proper place as Isis among the
Virgin Mothers of a by.gone age when the nature of paternity was a
secret as it is still a secret among the Melanesians studied by Malinowski.
In one way, the Church Catholic performed a useful service by preserving
the symbolic value of these associations when it sponsored a great reform
of the calendar. By prescribing our present system of leap years, Pope
Gregory restored the seasonal status quo after the lapse of over fifteen
centuries since the adoption of the 3653-day year of the Julian Calendar.
Protestant countries long resisted a change initiated for reasons so little
relevant to its practical advantages; and there were riots in the streets
when a British Act of Parliament set the clock forward eleven days in the
middle of the eighteenth century.
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FROM CAVE PAINTING TO COMIC STRIP 3

The Arrival of the Alphabet

We have followed the record of human life in early times to a stage
when a new synthesis of educational technique lies on the horizon.
To appreciate why and where the new synthesis came about we must
now familiarise ourselves with a formidable obstacle to world unification
and therewith the possibility of exploiting the full benefits of scientific
knowledge on a world scale. One of the most tricky contemporary
educational problems, so conceived, arises from the immense number
of scripts in use and from their various defects. From time to time,
enthusiasts remind us that we waste unnecessary school-time, because our
spelling is unnecessarily erratic; but any disadvantages we suffer on that
account must seem trivial to Eastern peoples among whom writing and
reading is still a caste prerogative of a privileged few. It will help us to take
the next step in our narrative, if we try to understand their difficulties.

To begin with, it is necessary to recognise that two fundamentally
different kinds of writing exist in the world to-day. We shall call one
sign-writing, the other sound-writing. Chinese is the pre-eminent example of
the former; the Japanese Kana, though like it to the eye and derived from
Chinese signs in historic times, is a sound-script, as is our own. Chinese
writing is.a genre of much greater antiquity, a Dinosaur in modern dress.
We shall therefore be on a more familiar terrain, if we take a look at
Japanese first. What Japanese script—or rather scripts—have in common
with our own, with the Roman, or with the Russian, and how they
differ, gives us a good deal of insight into the evolution of sound-writing,
the conditions which have fostered its improvement and circumstances
which have impeded its adoption, dramatically emphasising the racialist
folly of attributing the major advances of civilisation to the native genius

25 In the sign-writing of China, every meaning must in general bave a symbol all to itself. Almost
inevitably, therefore, the Chinese scholar is a caste apart, writing and reading the prerogative of a privileged
few. (A Chinese professional letter-writer at work in Singapore.)
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of communities in which they have had their origin.

As the name suggests, sound.writing is the use of signs, more or less
consistently, for sounds we utter in speech; but this does not define
its more important peculiarity due to the fact that we can classify the
sounds we utter in two ways: first, as words in virtue of the meaning they
convey, secondly as syllables or smaller elements (consonants and vowels)
in virtue of what we bear, regardless of their meaning. In short, a script
made up of signs for more or less elementary sound-blocks which go to
the making of a single word is a script of which the individual sign
has no direct connexion with meaning. The same cluster of signs may
indeed stand for quite different meanings, as when we write die for the
singular of dice, for a stamping tool and to signify the termination of
life. Many languages contain such homophones, i.e. words with which we
can make puns.

The Japanese use two quite different sound-scripts. One is the Hiragana,
the other the Katakana. In telegrams and ads they use the latter, without
admixture of current Chinese characters. Otherwise, they use a mixture
of Chinese sign-writing and one or other sort of sound-writing. Japanese
sound-writing of either kind is in one respect essentially different from
ours. Each sign stands for a complete syllable. There is no breakdown
into consonants and vowels. On this account, it 1s convenient to dis-
tinguish between two kinds of sound-writing, the syllabary and the
alphabet. The number of syllables into which we can dissect Anglo-
American words runs into thousands. So it would be almost a life-work
to learn to write our own language explicitly, and to read it casily, if we
had to rely on a syllabary such as the Hiragana and Katakana scripts.

Of itself, this is not an educational problem which handicaps Japan,
though the muddle arising from current use of two sound-scripts, much
less alike than the Russian and the Roman and commonly with a liberal
admixture of Chinese characters as the Chinese sull use them, is sull a
headache to progressive Japanese educationists. The fact is that there are
less than eighty recognisably different syllables in Japanese words, and it is
possible to economise the task of learning the syllabic signs by recourse to
a mark comparable to an accent to distinguish syllables which begin with



26 The two Japanese soundsscripts (in which each character denotes a single syllable) are derived in
part from the Chinese sign-writing (in whicl each symbol conveys a meaning directly). The symbols of
the Japanese scripts are also shown (right) beginning a sentence, with an expanded spoken form, The
translation follows the Hiragana or written version. ( Arranged by S. Yanada.)

one or other of the so-called voiceless and voiced members of the couplets
td, keg, s-z. That it is possible to have a syllabary of about fifty signs, and
one which is therefore easy to learn, depends on a characteristic which
spoken Japanese shares with many other tongues, for instance the Bantu
group in Aftica and the Polynesian languages, including Hawaiian. This
peculiarity of Japanese and Polynesian languages is easy to understand
because we all know placesnames such as Yokobama, Tokyo and Kobe,
Bali, Honoluly and Waikiki.

In ours, and in any Aryan language, syllables may be simply vowels,
consonant-vowel combinations like af or be in either order, closed like
tap ot pat with a vowel between two simple consonants or between two
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27 In spite of the simplicity of the sound pattern of spoken Japanese, the wealth of borrowed Chinese
signs in written Japanese makes widespread use of the typewriter well-nigh impossible. There are two
trays of characters, one beneath the other ; a chart of the characters rests near the machine. The knob is
brought above the character required (by advancing the roller or moving it or the tray sideways). When
the knob is depressed the character is raised and prints.
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consonant-clusters as in strand or trymps. From our present point of view,
what is interesting about them is that their existence vastly multiplies
the number of pronounceable syllables consistent with the sound-pattern
of a language. Most speech-communities of the world are unable to
tackle such tonguetwisting combinations as we have in slept or striped;
and the reader of Mencken’s treatise on the American language will
appreciate their difficulties. For Italian immigrants bring with them a



speech which has largely lost the essential characteristics of the Aryan
sound-pattern. Of itself, the fact that Japanese admits no consonant
clusters signifies that it has a much smaller battery of syllables at its dis/
posal; but this is not all. Like Italian it also has a very small battery of
pure vowels, and lacks several of our pure consonants such as the two
th sounds of worth and with, the common [ sounds in lip and mill, the
French j in treasure. What contributes still more to the simplicity of
the sound-pattern of the spoken language is that Japanese syllables are
either a simple vowel like 0 in TokyO and in KyOto or a simple consonant
followed by a simple vowel like each of the syllables.in Kobe. The only
consonant which can close a syllable is #; and the Japanese sound.scripts
have a special sign like a French accent to close a syllable with the n sound.

If you know this, a little mental arithmetic suffices to show why so
economical a syllabary is practicable for the Japanese, and also why
Aryansspeaking, or as we shall later see Semitic, peoples could never
have solved the problem of universal literacy without taking the additional
step which distinguishes alphabetic from syllable writing. Thus far, it
therefore seems that the Japanese had a simpler problem than ours to
solve. In fact, this is not so; but we can best appreciate why a Japanese
typewriter (tuparaita) needs a dining table to support it, if we now switch
our attention to the parent culture of China where the official script has
no relation to sound at all.

To understand what is most characteristic of Chinese writing would
be more difficult, if our own script were one hundred per cent sound-
“writing as defined above. In fact, Americans and Europeans of all nations
do use such symbols as 5 for exactly the same meaning, though represented
as a sound by fem in Swedish, in French by cing and in German by fiinf.
We use & for the same meaning which we represent as et in French,
und in German, og in Danish. All over the world astronomers recognise
& as Mars, @ as Venus. In all countries where there is modern medical
education, a physician recognises 3 as male (pl. 33), @ as female
(pl. 22). In fact biologists most everywhere would be able to read the
expression 3 33 & 2 99. In principle, that is the way the Chinese write.
It has one great advantage which the foregoing examples make clear. For
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it is the one common language of all China. People in different parts of
China speak languages which are of the same parentage, as are most
of the languages of Europe which is smaller than China; but the speech
of people in Canton is as unintelligible to the people of Peiping as is
Portuguese to nearly all Norwegians. In spite of this they can all under-
stand the same statement in writing, if they read at all; and if they read
fluently, they can all read the same classics.

The great disadvantage of the system is that every meaning, whether
represented by words we pronounce like die in the same way, or by words
we pronounce uniquely, has to have a symbol all to itself. Modern text
books of human anatomy are said to contain about §,000 different
technical terms. The American medical student would therefore have to
learn thousands of signs, if Americans used the sort of writing current

28 The western world makes use of sign-writing. Astronomers everywhere use the same symbols for
Mars and Venus ; physicians use them also to denote male and female. Both meanings were apparent
already in these drawings from the sixteenth-century Planetenbuch.




in China. Almost inevitably therefore the Chinese scholar, even the
scholar in the traditional sense with no pretensions to knowledge of
modern technics, is a caste apart. Unhappily, there is little to encourage
the hope that China will make its full contribution to the common life
of mankind till it can take its place on equal terms among nations which
regard literacy as a prerequisite to good citizenship; and it is not likely that
China will implement a programme of universal literacy until it adopts
a different technique of writing.

The civilisation of China has an unbroken record of peculiar duration,
and we can trace the steps by which the several thousand characters in
common use had their origin in pictures of sorts; but we have to be clear
about what we can picture before we can understand how this older sort
of writing began. We can picture some things because they are picturable;
and we have now seen how pictures can become signatures of time units.
You (the reader) are a Crab man or a Crab woman. The Crab sign
stands for the Crab, also for your surname, and for the month (at present
May) which marks the beginning of the Crabsclan year. If you are a
sibyl or a medicinesman who has to prescribe when the ceremonies of
the Crab year are due to happen, you will have learned to chip marks
on stick or stone because the human memory is fallible; and the first
three Roman numerals I, II, ITI—like those of the Egyptians or Chinese—
leave us in no doubt about how you tackled your assignment. When you
have done so, you have now the main ingredients of the sort of writing
the great indigenous American civilisations achieved—heraldic symbols
(calendrical hieroglyphs) for what time-units you are recording and
number-signs to enumerate them without relying on your very fallible
memory. This is the main preoccupation of the priestly writings of the
Maya civilisations whose stone remains have come to light in Guatemala.

In reconstructing the broad outlines of the story, we need not retrace
our steps beyond a stage which signalises the indispensable minimum
solution of the requirements of a caste of calendar specialists who live by
telling us when the time has come to sow the corn and to sacrifice to the
corn-goddess. Let us imaginatively picture how we might represent four
goat years, i.e. years beginning when the sun enters Capricorn, by using
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both our number marks of Chapter II and our totemic signatures of
Chapter I: W82, .

It is not a big step to amplify our Isotype dictionary, if we want to
record an event which happens four new moons before the sun enters
Capricorn or four new moons after: [l =06 &

When we have got so far, we are very near to sentence construction, and
the carliest form of Chinese writing brings into the picture a trick which
is not really new. We have learned to use the goat sign for the animal,
for our horizon bearing in our trek to hunt or to sacrifice it, and for the
time of the year when it is abundant; but if we want to distinguish cow
from bull, cock from hen, dog from bitch, ram from ewe and so forth,
we must either double our battery of signatures or resort to a new device.
One such device is to combine the human male sign—which scarcely
needs explanation—with the human female sign to distinguish a nanny
goat from a billy goat thus: 14 £ 1"

Fig. 29 shows that this is exactly what the Shang period Chinese
had learned to do 4,000 years ago. By that time, the pictorial origin of
the symbols is already blurred; but we can see enough to pay our respects
to a new achievement. If we had to use a separate picture symbol for
ram and ewe, bull and cow, man and woman, cock and hen, our dic-
tionary of Isotype would have to be much bigger. By making a symbol
for maleness from a picture we associate with what is characteristically
male and a symbol for femaleness from a picture for what is characteris-
tically female, we can reduce the load of animal characters we have to
carry by fifty per cent. Commonly, the written Chinese word has to-day
two such components. For example, the sign for the sun followed by the
sign for the moon means bright or brightness. Sometimes, however, one
component which qualifies or amplifies the more meaningful one called
the classifier is any word with the same sound as the word which the
compound character itself signifies, as if we were to use the sign 3
followed by the picture of a buoy for a male child.

All the earliest writing of the world, that of Egypt, of Crete and of
Mesopotamia, when writing began about §,000 years ago, was essentially
picture-writing in this sense, though the original significance of the pictures
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bull ram bear stag
cow ewe ( other type) sow

29 In this Cbhinese picture-writing of the Shang period (second millennium B.C.) the use of standard
symbols for male and female begins to reduce the number of separate signs necessary. Note the change of
position to differentiate between two types of ewe.

is soon difficult to trace for a reason which is simple enough. Few of us
write like the copy books. Our paper style of writing is different from
our blackboard style and the fountain pen or the pencil we use affects
our style—as Damon Runyon would say—more than somewhat. Every
scribe of the Egyptian and Mesopotamian priesthoods which put writing
on the map of the Western world would have a line partly of his own,
partly dictated by the marker instrument (style, pen, punch or brush) he
used and partly by the material (stone, clay, wax, papyrus) on which he
made the record. Characteristic features of ancient scripts—sign-writing
and sound-writing alike—are traceable to these two circumstances.
From the level fossilised in the Mayan culture, priestly sign-writers
proceeded, and elsewhere at a much earlier date, to conventionalise, to
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elaborate and to classify a battery of characters suitable for recording
auspicious events as well as for the discharge of their original function,
the accountancy of the ceremonial calendar and the book-keeping of its
costly custodians who exacted lavish tribute of land and animal produce
for the sacrificial rites. The elaborations were often whimsical and included
visual puns, as if we were to represent the word belief by putting the picture
of a bee beside the picture of a leaf. In Egyptian sign-writing, in Sumerian
and in Chinese this sort of thing may happen; but it is of doubtful
relevance to the origin of any consistent system of sound-writing.

Except in Mesopotamia, where the process last mentioned may have
gone further by its own momentum, sound-writing emerges, when it
does emerge, suddenly and in circumstances attendant to culture.contact
between literate sign-writing people, such as the Chinese or Egyptians, and
non-literate people, such as the Japanese or Semites, imperfectly able to
communicate with their schoolmasters by speech. This coincidence gives
us a suggestive clue to the way in which sound-writing starts. If you do not
understand the meaning of the sound your instructor utters when he or
you point to a character, what is a symbol of meaning to him can be
only a symbol of sound to you. To drive this point home, Bodmer’s book
The Loom of Language cites a parable, with no pretence that it is more.
We will imagine that the English army at Agincourt had used a sign-
writing which represented a cock and a lord by the characters : 1,75 ..
A Frenchman, unfamiliar with their language, would elicit by gesture
from his invaders a response suggesting that the combination signified a
coquelourde—in his tongue the name of a flowering plant. To him,
therefore, it might seem to be the Englishman’s way of labelling a wild
anemone. Any fruitful outcome of culture-contact in such circumstances
presupposes certain conditions which have nothing to do with the native
ingenuity of the folk who take a step with such momentous results. If
they are already trading folk alert to the inconvenience of book-keeping
at a preliterate level, they will have no scholarly prejudices to conserve
the mysteries of a priestly script by mystifying elaborations. Their bias

30 The original significance of the primitive picture is soon difficult to trace. The nature of the writing
instrument and materials and the growth of conventions change the signs, as these five Chinese signs have
changed over mare than 3,000 years. (Drawn by Professor Cheng An-chib.)

81



82

will be towards economy and simplification. It is therefore relevant that
the invention of alphabetic writing took place in the great melting pot
of Mediterranean barter.

Even so, it is necessary to take stock of another circumstance which the
known origin of the Japanese syllabaries brings sharply into focus. We
have seen that a simple syllabary for Japanese speech is possible because
Japanese speech has a sound-pattern different from ours, and that the
Japanese have two quite different syllabaries (the Katakana and the
Hiragana), each of the signs of which is traceable to a Chinese character
for a Chinese word with a particular meaning quite unrelated to the
sound-value of the syllable in spoken Japanese. The switch-over portends
something about the structure of Chinese speech, which is in fact almost
exclusively made up of one-syllable words of the same type as the individual
syllables of the Japanese polysyllable. In the Peking speech closed
syllables other than those which end with # or ng as in Yang-tse Kiang
do not occur at all, and Canton speech admits in addition only syllables
closed by k as in Chiang Kai-shek and by t or m. It goes without saying that
the number of Chinese words individually distinguishable to the ear is
remarkably small, and that it is possible to work with so small a battery
of sounds consistent with the language-pattern only by exploiting to the
full every possible combination of consonants and vowels the Chinese
use. Differences of tone help to distinguish meanings like boy-buoy or
son-sun associated with the same sound; but the same sound in the same
tone has often many meanings. The structure of Chinese speech thus
ensures that there is in fact at least one word with the same sound for
every syllable in Japanese, and often the choice of several. Since the
character for a Chinese word labels its meaning, there are characters to
spare for the make-up of more than one syllabary.

If this peculiar local accident of language-structure betokens no native
genius for the invention of writing, it is equally true that the present
muddle which handicaps Japanese self-education betokens no special lack
of aptitude for improvisation. As Anglo-American has absorbed from

31 The priestly picture-writings of the Maya civilisations consisted of a number-sign (left head) and a
calendrical bieroglyph which denotes the time unit (right bead). The drawing is of the first seven pairs on
the calendar stone, which is of the great period of the Old Mayan Empire, found at Quirigud, Guatemala.
In the translations 1 Kin=1day, 1 Uinal 20 days, 1 Tun 360 days, 1 Katun 7,200 days, 1 Baktun
144,000 days. Kayaly is the name of a month, Caban the name of a day.
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32 All the earliest writing of the world was
essentially picture-writing, but it was convention.
alised and classified by the time written history
begins. By 3000 B.C. the Mesopotamian incised
writing had reached the form shown in the plague
Sfrom sz?par (top left), a thousand years later

the cuneiform of the inscription in the name of
Rim-Sin, king of Babylon (above). About
2950 B.C. a wooden panel from a grave near
Sakkara, Egypt (right) shows hieroglyphs in
which few of the symbols retain their direct
picture-meaning and  the Papyrus of Pedin
Imenet (left) shows also the bieratic seript.
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33 Sound-writing by syllables, as in modern Japanese, originated several times. The ancient Cyprus code
came into use about six centuries B.C. The signs, shown above, are for open syllables of the vowels alone
or combined with the consonant sound, as ka, ke, ki, ko, ku. The bronze club (drawn from one found at
Dali) and the Bronze-Age clay ball (found at Enkomi) both show Cypriotic engraving. No multi-lingual
key has been found, and the language is not known.

its classical schoolmasters an enormous number of words of Latin origin
within the framework of what was originally a Teutonic tongue, Japanese
has absorbed an enormous vocabulary from the Chinese classics and
from wade with the mainland. Consequently, it staggers under a mon-
strous burden of pun.words. Even in speech, where context supplies
so much, the Chinese themselves have to resort to repetitions and couplets
to sidestep misunderstanding, as if we were to say boy-son, buoy-beacon or
sonochild, suncstar; and the coolie carries this trick: over into pidgin
English. Now no such confusion arises in the written language, because
the same sound has as many characters as meanings; and the incorporation
of many Chinese characters for roots, i.e. for the meaningful part of the



word like love in loveliness, therefore guarantees that Japanese, as usually
written, is explicit at the expense of economy.

How they can extricate themselves from the penalty of their pun-words
is a major social problem common to China and Japan. It adds an
enormous burden to the education of those to whom it is available, makes
widespread use of the typewriter well-nigh impracticable, and immensely
complicates the problem of bringing the written word to millions of citis
zens of a country which contributed silk, gunpowder, paper, and block
printing to our common civilisation. Happily, the problem is not in
soluble, and progressive educationists of both countries are trying hard
to solve it. The trick by which we distinguish boy from buoy suggests
one of several possible solutions.

Sound-writing by syllables alone has originated several times. A notable
but short-lived example is the Cyprus code which came into use about
six centuries before the Christian era, when the island was a great
metallurgical centre of the Mediterranean world. It consisted of about
55 symbols, five being for pure vowels; and its make-up is otherwise
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comparable to the Katakana with much the same range. Unfortunately,
we do not know the ancient language of Cyprus, and cannot say with
certainty whether it was fitted to its original role. What we do know is
that the attempt to use it as a medium for Greek, before the Greek-speaking
colonists of the Mediterranean took up the alphabet in a big way, was
a lamentable failure. Greek, as we all know, is an Aryan language, and
the words apostrophe or anthropology remind us that Greek as such is rich
in consonant clusters and closed syllables.

It is easy to understand the difficulty of adapting the Cypriot syllabary
to Greek use, if we try to represent our own word strength as a sequence of
open syllables, 1.e. se-te-re-ne-ge-the. To get far with a language such as
Greek, it is thus necessary to use signs for units of sound smaller than a
syllable, in short to have a true alphabet of consonants and vowels. The
assembly of such a battery of signs for elementary sounds has happened
once only in the history of the world. If we exclude imitation alphabets,
such as the Ogham script on Celtic stone monuments, it is true to say that
the alphabets of India, Arabia and of the Moslem world in general, that
of Hebrew, that of Greek, the Roman, the Russian and the Runic of
Scandinavian inscriptions are alike descendants of a single parent. This
is not so surprising, when we consider the immense difficulties which
beset the task.

Though it is possible to trace the ancestry. of all true alphabets to a
common parent, the present similarities between any two may be quite
unrecognisable. Divergence began at a very early date, when the use of
alphabetic writing was confined to very modest uses, short inscriptions
with little regard to the orientation of individual signs and no fixed
convention of horizontal or vertical sequence. Some scribes wrote from
right to left, others as we do. Some alternated, and others wrote the signs
in columns rather than rows. As different conventions of sequence crys
tallise out, individual signs take on an orientation dictated by whether
one writes from left to right and vice versa or from top to bottom and
vice versa. Inevitably also, the aspect of the signs undergoes changes
dictated, like successive styles of Chinese writing, by the writing tool
and by the writing surface.



The exact origin of the symbols we do not know. Similarities to Egyp-
tian picture-symbols, to the undeciphered priestly sign-writing of ancient
Crete, to cuneiform scripts of Mesopotamia at different stages in their
chequered career of foreign conquest from pure sign-writing to syllabary,
to the Cypriotic and to a very ancient syllabary of Byblos in Syria have
all had learned and sometimes impassioned advocates. Dr. David
Diringer’s recent presentation of all the evidence seems to show that an
alphabet was already in use about 1500 B.C., and there is general agreement
that the first people to use it were Semitic peoples. The essentially new
step was the association of a bare consonantal element, instead of a whole
syllable, with whatever character the first alphabet-makers took into their
battery of signs in that capacity. The signs themselves may possibly have
come fiom more than one source. If so, more than one theory of their
origin may have something to commend it.

To understand why it was possible, and only once possible, to take
this step, we surely need to ask ourselves whether those who first took it
spoke a language in which the consonant plays a peculiar role; and this
is preseminently true of the Semitic tongues. In his book The Loom of
Language, Bodmer gives examples to show how easy it is to read a sentence
if we replace the vowels by dots, but how well-nigh impossible if we
replace the consonants by dots. He goes on to say:

Owing to the buildup of Semitic root-words, we have no need of dots to give us this
information. Once we know the consonants, we hold the key to their meaning.
Any syllabary based on twentyodd open monosyllables with a different consonant
would therefore meet all the needs of a script capable of representing the typical root-
words of a Semitic Language. . .. One peculiarity of the Semitic languages gives us a
clue to the unique circumstances which made possible this immense simplification.
Semitic root-words nearly always have the form which such proper names as Jacob,
Rachel, David, Moloch, Balak or Balaam recall. They are made up of three consonants
separated by two intervening vowels, and the three consonants in a particular order are
characteristic of a particular root. This means that if cordite were a Hebrew word, all
possible combinations which we can make by putting different vowels between k and d
or d and t would have something to do with the explosive denoted by the usual spelling.

This unique regularity of word.pattern led the old Rabbinical scholars to speak of the
consonants as the body and the vowel as the soul of the word.

Dr. Diringer himself affects the loyalty of the scholar to his own kind
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when he tells us that only the Syrio-Palestinian Semites produced a
genius who created the alphabetic writing; but the student of human
affairs may prefer to think that he gets to closer grips with the problem
in the following statement which is substantially in agreement with that
of Bodmer cited above:

The alphabet was created for Semitic languages and is sufficiently suited to them, This
is also proved by the fact that even nowadays neither the Hebrew nor the Arabic languages
use the vocalic punctuation except in a few justifiable cases. In fact, the Semitic languages
are based chiefly on roots, which give us the fundamental conception . . . while the vowel
sounds give us only the complements, the details such as the part of speech, the voice,
the mood, the tense.

The so-called Roman alphabet we use to-day is not wholly of Roman
origin, Two letters (K and Y)) come from the Greek which is the basic
substratum of the Russian (Kyrillic) script and its unliquidated link with
the Byzantine Church. Ours is by no means perfectly adapted to the needs of
a fundamentally Teutonic language, having no symbols for the two differ,
ent pure consonants we represent by ¢h, for the pure consonant represented
by ng in sing or for two other pure consonants elsewhere mentioned. It has
a quite inadequate equipment of vowel symbols without recourse to con.
ventional combinations, one sign (J) usually employed for what is not a
simple consonant, and three redundant signs (Q, C and X). We surmount
some of our difficulties more or less successfully by arbitrary combinations
like sh in words of Teutonic origin, though we retain the Latin spelling
for the same way of pronouncing fi in words of Latin origin; but the
representation of Anglo-American vowel sounds by recourse to the
battery of five pure vowel-symbols good enough for Roman speech is
chaotic, and it would be difficult to formulate acceptable standard con.
ventions for our own range of vowels, because the vowel is the trade-mark
of local dialect.

Here we may turn again to Bodmer’s book:

Even when two languages which share the same alphabet enjoy the benefit of a com.
paratively regular system of spelling as do Norwegian, German, and Spanish, many of
the symbols have different values when we pass from one to another. So spelling is never

a reliable guide to pronunciation of a foreign language. For this reason linguists have
devised a reformed alphabet for use as a key to help us to pronounce words of any language



34 The Semitic tongues were the uniquely suitable soil from which an alphabet could grow. A language
was required of which the consonant sounds were the roots and the vowels only the complements. On this
Hebrew coins of 66=7 A.D., the inscriptions read, counterclockwise, Shkl Ysr'l (the Shekel of Israel)
left, and  Yrwshlm Kdshb (Jerusalem the Holy).

with at least sufficient accuracy to make intelligible communication possible without

recourse to personal instruction,

The international script employs sixteen Roman consonant symbols
with their characteristic signification, viz.: b, d, f, g, b, k, I, m, n, p, 1, 5, ¢,
v, w, 2. For the th in thick it employs the Greek 6, and for the th in then
the Icelandic ¢. The sh and ng (in sing) sound symbols are respectively
[ and 1. For the French j sound in vision or treasure it uses the Erse 3.
Thus ¢ in chat is ¢[ and our j in jam is d3. The symbol j itself has the
German J sound-value like y in yet. A glance at The Gospel in Many
Tongues published by the British and Foreign Bible Society (1939) shows
that the efforts of experts on phonetics have not been fruitless. This bro-
chure exhibits specimens of the Scriptures in 734 languages, for about half
of which devoted missionaries have created a script with little or no assis-
tance from colonial governments and often in the teeth of active hostility of
the white trader and the concession hunter. The more recently created
scripts for the use of preliterate peoples on whom missionaries have
bestowed the benefits of the printed word take ample advantage of the
new consonant and vowel symbols to compensate for the inadequacies
of an alphabet en rapport with the speech-habits of the Italian peninsula
in the time of Julius Caesar. Thus we recognise them in excerpts of the
Bible translated in Bari (South of Anglo-Egyptian Sudan), Ebrie (Ivory
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35 All true alphabets are the descendants of the single parent which sprang from the Semitic tongues.
The sandstone sphinx from Sarabit al-Khadim carries a Sinaitic inscription of between 1800 and 1200
B.C.—one of the earliest known alphabetic inscriptions ; the tombstone of Artemidoros ( Athens, 4th cens
tury B.C.) bas the name in Phoenician.



The potsherd (bottom right ) is later Greek, found in Egypt ; above is a cast of the dedication tablet of the
Forum, Wroxeter ( A.D. 12g~130), carved in Latin, the gravestone ( A.D. 500) is inscribed with the
names of Celtic persons in Roman and Ogham scripts. In the latter strokes stand for alphabetic characters.

The agate ring carvies @ Runic inscription of gth—11th century.
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Coast), Eggon (Nassarawa province of Nigeria), Ewe ot Efe (S. Togo-
land), Kate (Papua), Mende (S. E. Sierra Leone), Mundang (Upper
Benue R., Fr. Equat. Africa), Nuer (A. E. Sudan), Ogoni (Opoto, S,
Nigeria), Teso (E. Province, Uganda Protectorate), Xosa or Kufir
(Kaffraria, S. Africa).

Here are two examples:

(a) Dagbane (N. Gold Coast)
A kul ni d3em la a-Duuma Naawuni, kulla o ko ka a
ni dszem.
(Matthew, iv, 10)
(b) Dyerma (French W. Africa)
Zama Irtkwei kamna ndounya, hal a na inga Izo no, inga
folon hayante, zama boro koulou kap go kchimin’a- fe; a ma
[1 hasara, amma a ma dou foundi hal abada.
(John, iii, 16)
For reasons already stated, many of the true alphabets of the East have
become exceedingly cumbersome in the course of their evolution; and
the need for extensive reform of the alphabet as a prelude to educational
advance is not one which concerns China and Japan alone. What
advantages we ourselves do enjoy from an alphabet comparatively easy to
master in early childhood are our culture-debt to the Semitic peoples of
Mediterranean antiquity. The awakening of the East may be the signal for
benefit to ourselves from reforms we are too lazy to undertake on our
own behalf.

In the Western world of antiquity, there were very many different
systems of sign-writing in vogue, from the three carliest of which, those
of Egypt, Mesopotamia and Crete, we have now a wealth of remains
exhibiting a long history of elaboration from simple pictorial characters
to writing at first sight almost like alphabetic script. Happily, monuments
and documents displaying the same epitaph or record in more than one
language and in more than one script have made it possible during the past
hundred years for scholars to master the secrets of Egyptian and Meso.
potamian civilisation. Until the nineteenth century there was a mythology
about the learning of the Egyptians unjustified by a single useful clue to the



36 During the past bundred years, scholars have mastered the secrets of many of the ancient scripts.
This constructed sentence illustrates the complex structure of Egyptian bieroglyphics. The symbols
a,4,a. .. are alphabetic characters, 5, 5 . . . are syllabic characters and d, d . . . are determinants which
still show traces of a direct pictorial meaning. Thus di (legs) denotes 