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Before there could be the written word, books and libraries, an oral language had to develop among humans. The origin of language remains one of history's deep-set mysteries. Linguists, psychologists, and biologists researching the origin of language have few clues to aid them in their quest. Obviously, no fossilized remains of spoken words remain, however scientists do have fossilized human remains to study. From this evidence, researchers can study the changes of human brain size, vocal cord development and other key factors in language development. Most researchers agree that sometime around 50,000 - 100,000 years ago something important happened because during that period art, ritualized objects and certain aspects of a civilized culture begin appearing. Around that time the vocal tract, which includes the mouth, tongue, and throat, changed shape. This permitted the human to use language like we know it. Many scientists think that language developed during that time, though it could have existed earlier in some form. Some think people learned to speak over a short period of time, however others believe it developed over a longer time, possibly arising out of sign language. They believe this system still exists among humans on certain levels. Others believe the ability to speak derived from a 'proto-language' that arose, allowing individuals to string individual words together to form a cogent thought. A form of protolanguage still survives in young children learning to speak and in many people that try to communicate when they do not speak each others language. Scientists continue to research the origins of language and someday may discover how humans learned to master this important ingredient to human civilization. 

Back to Table of Contents

Picture Writing Systems

Sometime around 3500 BC the Sumerians, a people that lived in Mesopotamia, began using pictures to depict words. This system was only useful for depicting nouns and Sumerian civilization was becoming more complex. Thus, a better form of written communication evolved out of this simple picture writing system, the cuneiform system of writing.

Cuneiform

The Sumerians developed the cuneiform writing system sometime around 3500 BC. The word cuneiform derives from the Latin word "cuneus," which means "wedge shaped." this refers to the wedge style of the characters used in the language. The shape came from the stylus the writer used to impress the characters into the soft clay tablets used at the time. 

Early Cuneiform

The earliest cuneiform writing consisted of word signs called pictographs, a form scholars call proto-cuneiform. This form of writing depicted visible objects like a king, a battle or other object. The form eventually consisted of over 1500 characters. 

Evolving Cuneiform

Over time, cuneiform evolved from a language that expressed objects to one that could also convey ideas and even emotion. By 2000 BC, cuneiform writers had begun to create literary works. These works included Atrahasis, The Descent of Inanna, The Myth of Etana, The Enuma Elish and the Epic of Gilgamesh.

Later Cuneiform

By 2600 BC the number of characters had shrunk to around 600. Schools appeared to teach scribes to write it. Cuneiform found use in the temples and bureaucracies to record events, laws and religious dogma. Merchants also used cuneiform to record business records, contracts and transactions. Libraries became established to store the hundreds of clay tablets that the scribes produced. 

Other Cultures Used It

Other cultures found cuneiform useful and adopted it. These included:

Sumerians

Akkadians

Babylonians

Elamites

Hatti

Hittites

Assyrians

Hurrians

Died Out

By around 100 BC cuneiform as a form of writing and communication had run it course and died out. A newer form of writing, the 22 character Aramaic alphabet, appeared. 

Translation in the Nineteenth Century

Travelers had found caches of these cuneiform tablets during the 1300's. Later European explorers found others in the 1500's. The earliest attempts to decipher them soon followed, however they were not successful. Later attempts by British scientists Henry Rawlinson and George Smith were successful and completely changed the way scholars looked at history. 

Henry Rawlinson (April 5, 1810 – March 5, 1895)

The son of Abram Tyack and Eliza Creswicke Rawlinson, Henry was native to Chadlington, Oxfordshire, England. Rawlinson enlisted as a cadet in the British East India Company in 1827. He received a posting to India, where he served for six years. During this time he learned the Persian language. His proficiency in the language led the government to send him to Persia to help train the Shah's army. During his time in Persia he learned of, and became interested in, the Behistun inscription. 

Behistun Inscription

The town of Behistun is located in east central Iran, southeast of Tehran. The inscription that drew Rawlinson's attention was on the side of a mountain about 320 feet off the ground. The Persian name for the village, Bagastâna, meant "place where the gods dwell." The road that went through the village connected three great ancient cities, Babylonia and Media, Babylon and Cabaña. Travelers along this road were numerous and it was an important trade route. Darius the Great, who reigned from 522 - 486 BC, decided to record his military victories on the side of a mountain near the village along this road. The monument has four parts, a relief carving, and cuneiform text in Old Persian, the identical text in Babylonian and another text, identical to the first two, in Elamite. After the artisans that carved the monument finished, Darius had them remove the ledge they had worked on. The removal of this ledge made the monument virtually inaccessible, thus saving it from vandalism. The Behistun inscription had intrigued travelers and scholars for centuries and the many attempts to decipher it had failed. It was Rawlinson's self appointed task to decipher the inscription. 

Copying the Inscription

Rawlinson climbed up the rock face many times, beginning in late May 1836, during his stay in Persia to copy the texts. As he copied them, he realized that they were identical texts written in three different languages. He managed to decipher the Old Persian text, which then made translations of the other two possible. A change in political arrangement between Persia and the British Empire necessitated the removal of the British Army in 1839, thus halting Rawlinson's work. 

Deployment to Afghanistan

The British government next sent him to Afghanistan in 1841, where he organized the defense of Kanawha against rebels that had risen in revolt against the British backed government. Successful in this endeavor, the British government next sent him to Baghdad, capital of Persia, as an agent. An unfortunate boating accident during this journey resulted in the loss of much of his property and papers, thus many of his exploits are based upon fragmentary records he had previously sent to England. He remained there until 1854. The posting enabled him to resume his work on cuneiform translations. During this time he focused on the Assyrian and Babylonian languages, a much more difficult task that the Old Persian had been. 

Return to England

Rawlinson returned to England in 1854 he received a knighthood for his service. His work on cuneiforms had mostly ended by this time as the remainder of his life was spent in politics, science and diplomacy. He served as a trustee for the British Museum from 1876 until 1895. During this time he the Museum published several of his works, The Persian Cuneiform Inscription at Behistun (1846–51) and Outline of the History of Assyria (1852), both reprinted from the Asiatic Society's journals; A Commentary on the Cuneiform Inscriptions of Babylon and Assyria (1850); Notes on the Early History of Babylonia (1854); and England and Russia in the East (1875). 

George Smith (March 26, 1840 - August 19, 1876)

The son of a carpenter, George Smith was native to Chelsea, England. At age fourteen he joined the British engraving firm Bradbury and Evans as an apprentice. He excelled at engraving banknotes, the firm's main business. Smith married Mary Clifton in 1863. The couple would have six children. Assyrian culture and history had fascinated Smith since he was a boy, so he spent the hours he was not working at the engraving firm at the British Museum reading the publications researchers like Austen Henry Layard and Henry Rawlinson had written about their discoveries in Persia, present day Iraq. Sir Henry Rawlinson noticed the young man and began employing him as a classifier to sort and study the shards of cuneiform stored in the museum. In this position, which he performed at night. During the ensuing years, Smith discovered, and translated, several of the cuneiform tablets in the museum. Rawlinson invited Smith to help him prepare the third and fourth volumes of his The Cuneiform Inscriptions of Western Asia. The British Museum appointed Smith as the Senior Assistant in the Assyriology Department in 1870. In 1872 Smith came across some cuneiform tablets which had lain in storage in the museum since in the 1840's. Smith began translating and as he proceeded he became quite excited. The cuneiform tablets contained the Chaldaean account of the Great Flood which cuneiform scribes had written at least 1,000 years before the first books of the Bible had been written. Many scholars have speculated that the work discovered by Smith, best known now as the Epic of Gilgamesh, might date from 5150 BC. The discovery caused a stir across the world, because until then the Bible had been considered to be the oldest book in the world. Smith's discovery, and translation, changed the way historians and scholars think about history. The discovery encouraged The Daily Telegraph, which was the newspaper that carried the initial story of Smith's discovery; sponsor an expedition for Smith to visit Nineveh to do more excavations. In November 1873 Smith left England on his expedition. Unfortunately bureaucratic delays halted his work for months. When the approval finally came through, the weather had cooled to the mid-40. He fell ill to a fever, descended into delirium and died on his way back to England in 1876 at age thirty-six. The British government awarded his wife, now a widow with six children, and an income. 

Mayan Hieroglyphics

Sometime around 300 BC the Mayan culture in present day Mexico developed the hieroglyphic writing system. Of course, this system did not just appear overnight, having probably evolved from earlier, simpler systems. The system used a combination of phonetic symbols and ideograms that included over 1000 symbols. The scribe during any one era of Mayan culture used only about 500 symbols at any one time. this sophisticated system of writing is the only known system to have evolved in the New World. The Mayans carved these symbols into stone or wrote them in books that they made from bark peeled from fig trees and coated with lime to provide a white writing surface. The vast majority of these books have not survived, due to priests burning them during the Spanish conquest or surrender to the wet, humid climate. Linguists have learned to decipher the texts that still exist and have discovered many fascinating facets of Mayan life.

Egypt Hieroglyphics

The Egyptians began developing hieroglyphics sometime around 4000 BC. They called their written language “the words of God.” Over time, the Egyptians developed two different scripts for writing. The form of hieroglyphics most people are familiar with are symbols used mainly to decorate temples. The other form, called hieratic script, they used for record keeping. Writing the language was done mostly by the priests and could be written either right to left, or occasionally, left to right. The direction that the animals in the script face indicate the direction it was written. Byzantine Emperor Theodosius I ended use of the script when he closed all pagan temples in 391 AD. The knowledge needed to write and read the hieroglyphics died in a few years and remained a mystery until July 15, 1799 when Pierre-François Bouchard discovered the stone while working on military installations during Napoleon Bonaparte's Egyptian campaign. The stone was a mystery to scholars until Jean-Francois Champollion deciphered the Rosetta Stone in 1822. 

Rosetta Stone

King Ptolemy V issued a decree in 196 BC that scribes carved into a stone slab and probably displayed in a temple near Sais, Egypt. The scribes carved the decree in three languages, Ancient Greek, hieroglyphic script and Demotic script, which is a form of ancient Egyptian that came into use after ancient Egyptian and the modern Coptic language.

Chinese

The first script recognizable as Chinese writing emerged about 1500 BC, though most scholars believe that the writing system has origins much earlier. Modern Chinese, though it has evolved over the centuries, still maintains many of the ancient elements, making it the oldest continuously used language on earth. Archeologists have found examples of the earliest Chinese writing on "oracle bones," inscribed between 1500 and 1000 BC. Oracles inscribed symbols representing a person's question on the bones of animals or turtle shells. They would then heat the bone or shell until cracks appeared. The oracle then examined the cracks and interpreted them to answer the question. Many scholars believe that earlier writing existed, but since this would have been written on silk or some other perishable material, all evidence has disappeared. Scientists have determined that Chinese script evolved during four stages called Jiaguwen, Dazhuan, Xiaozhuan and Lishu. 

Jiaguwen

This is the pictographic script used on oracle bones from about 1500 BC until about 1000 BC. The character presented a concept represented by an image. 

Dazhuan

Also termed the Greater Seal script, this system found use from about 1000 BC until about 700 BC. Archeologists find this script written on cast bronze vessels. The Jiaguwen and Jiaguwen scripts probably overlapped and may have even been the same script, with Jiaguwen having a different appearance due to the difference in materials it was written on. 

Xiaozhuan

Modern Chinese descends directly from this script, also called the Lesser Seal script, and began appearing around 700 BC. This script began to lose much of the pictograph style and acquire the logographic qualities of modern Chinese. The logographic characters represent concepts as opposed to objects. Much of this script still survives in modern Chinese writing. 

Lishu

Written mostly on rolled bamboo scrolls, Lishu began appearing around 500 BC to satisfy the need to document government records. Its main use by government clerks led to its other moniker as clerkly script. 

Cursive Scripts

Several scripts have evolved that find use mainly in calligraphy. These include Kaishu, Xingshu and Caoshu. 

Large Influence

Chinese writing had extensive influence over the development of nearby cultures, including the Japanese, Koreans, Mongolians, Tibetans and Mongolians. 

Modern Changes

The People's Republic of China simplified the script in 1949. This modernized script, called jiantizi. Singapore is the only major republic to adopt this script. Taiwan and Hong Kong have retained the older script.

Proto-Canaanite Alphabet

Sometime between 1900 and 1700 BC Semitic people living in the Egypt and Sinai region developed civilizations first alphabetic writing system. They adapted about thirty Egyptian hieroglyphic glyphs to represent sounds of language. To do this they translated the Egyptian names for these symbols into their language and used their sounds to form words. The use of this alphabet spread into Canaan and further evolved into the Phoenician Alphabet.

Phoenician Alphabet 

Developed by the Phoenician civilization directly from the Proto-Canaanite Alphabet, the Phoenician Alphabet had 22 letters, each of which represented a sound. 

Phoenicia

The Phoenician civilization began developing sometime around 3200 BCE. It grew to eventually include a number of independent city-states along the Mediterranean Sea in the modern nations of Syria, Lebanon and northern Israel. The Phoenicians developed a thriving maritime trade renowned for their impressive ships that used a carved horse's head that honored their sea god, Yamm. The Phoenicians developed a purple dye that bears their name and found use as the main color used for royal robes in the region. The civilization peaked around 1500 and lasted until 539 BC, when the Persians conquered them. 

The Alphabet

The Phoenicians originally used a cuneiform script; however they adopted the Proto-Canaanite Alphabet sometime before 1200 BC. Around that time the Phoenicians adapted the alphabet to their own needs. Written right to left, the twenty-two letter used only consonants and omitted vowel sounds. The letters all derive originally from Egyptian hieroglyphics. The Phoenicians used their extensive maritime trade in the Mediterranean Sea to spread the alphabet all around the region. The alphabet provided the foundation for Greek, Etruscan, Latin, Arabic and Hebrew. It also provided the scripts for Indian and East Asian alphabets.

Greek Alphabet

The Greeks began adapting the Phoenician alphabet sometime around 1000 BC. They dropped some letters that had no equivalent as consonants in their language and substituted vowel sounds that the Phoenicians had omitted. Thus the Greek vowels A (alpha), E (epsilon), I (iota), O (omicron), Y (upsilon) and H (eta) sprang into being. By creating letters for vowels, they created the first written language that could truly represent speech. Their adaptations created the foundation for several other languages, including the Latins, Carians, Lycians, Lydians, Pamphylians, and Phrygians.

Roman Alphabet

The Romans conquered an earlier civilization, the Etruscan civilization, which occupied the north central region of the Italian peninsula sometime in the Seventh Century BC. The Etruscans had adopted the Greek alphabet, which the Romans absorbed and made further changes to fit their needs. The Roman, or Latin, script had twenty-three letters and used separate characters for lower case and upper case letters. The upper cases were used first with the lower case evolving as people began cursive writing with a pen. The Roman alphabet provided the foundation for Old English.
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