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24 Part1 o The Media of Early Civilization

permitted cursive forms suited to rapid writing.
“When hieroglyphs were chiselled on stone mon-
wments they were very carefully formed and deco-
rative in character. When written on wood or
papyrus they became simpler and more rounded
in form ... The cursive or hieratic style was still
more hastily written, slurring over or abbreviating
and running together . . . they ceased to resemble
pictures and became script.”

“By escaping from the heavy medium of stone”
thought gained lightness. “All the circumstances
arouse interest, observation, reflection”® A marked
increase in writing by hand was accompanied by
secularization of writing, thought, and activity. The
social revolution between the Old and the New
Kingdom was marked by a flow of eloquence and a
displacement of religious by secular literature.

The Organization of Scribes

Writing had been restricted to governmental, fiscal,
magical, and religious purposes. With the increased
use of papyrus and the simplification of hiero-
glyphic script into hieratic characters—in response
to the demands of a quicker, cursive hand and the
" growth of writing and reading—administration
became more efficient. Scribes and officials charged
with the collection and administration of revenues,
rents, and tributes from the peasants became mem-
bers of an organized civil service, and prepared
accounts intelligible to their colleagues and to an
earthly god, their supreme master.

After 2000 B.C. the central administration em-
ployed an army of scribes, and literacy was valued
as a stepping-stone to prosperity and social rank.
Scribes became a restricted class and writing a
privileged profession. “The scribe comes to sit
among the members of the assemblies . . . no scribe
fails to eat the victuals of the king’s house™ “Put
writing in your heart that you may protect yourself
from hard labour of any kind and be a magistrate
of high repute. The scribe is released from mansal
tasks”® “But the scribe, he directeth the work of all
men. For him there are no taxes, for he payeth

tribute in writing, and there are no dues for him>?

EFrECTS OF WRITING AND EQUALITY

New Religions

The spread of writing after the democratic revolu-
tion was accompanied by the emergence of new re-
ligions in the immortality cult of Horus and Osiris.
Ra worship had become too purely political, and in-
dividuals found a final meaning and a fulfillment of
life beyond the vidissitudes of the political arbitra-
tor.!” Qsiris, the god of the Nile, became the Good
Being slain for the salvation of men, the ancestral
king and model for his son Horus. As an agricul-
tural god, he had faced death and conquered it. His
wife Isis, the magician, made codes of law and ruled
when Qsiris was conquering the world. She per-
suaded the Sun-god Ra to disclose his name, and
since knowledge of a person’s name!! gave to him
who possessed it magical power over the person
himself, she acquired power over Ra and other gods.
In the twelfth dynasty, Osiris became the soul of Ra,
the great hidden name which resided in him. With
Ra, he shared supremacy in religion and reflected
the twofold influence of the Nile and the Sun. Night
and day were joined as complementary—Osiris,
yesterday and deatls Ra, tomorrow and life. Funer-
ary rites invented by Isis were first applied to Osiris.
Conferting immortality, they have been described
by Moret as “the most precious revelation which
any Egyptian god had ever made to the wotld.!?

Magic and Writing

Osiris was served by Thoth as vizier, sacred scribe,
and administrator, As the inventory of speech and
writing, “Lord of the creative voice, master of
words and books.”!1? he became the inventor of
magic writings. Osiris became the centre of a pop-
ular and priestly literature to instruct people in the
divine rights and duties. Words were imbued with
power. The names of gods were part of the essence
of being, and the influence of the scribe was re-
flected in the deities. Since religion and magic alike
were sacred, they became independent. The priest
used prayers and offerings to the gods, whereas the

A detail from an Egyptian painted papyrus, known as the Pap:
E.aﬂamaos is 17 feet in length and 2.5 inches wide, ca. 1039-9
of Art, Museum Excavations, 1928-1929, and Rogers Fund, 1930 (30.3.:

magician circumvented them by force or trickery.
Family worship survived in the Osirian cult, and
because of a practical interest, magic was used by
the people. Since to know the name of a being was
to have the means of mastering him; to pronounce
the name was to fashion the spiritual image by the
voice; and to write it, especially with hieroglyphics,
was to draw a material image. In the manifold ac-
tivity of the creative word, magic permeated meta-
physics. Polytheism persisted, and names were
among the spiritual manifestations of the gods.
Magical literature and popular tales preserved the
traditions of the great gods of the universe.

Redistribution of Power

The king gained from the revolution as the
incarnation of the king gods: Falcon; Horus-Seth;
Ra; Ra-Harakhti; Osiris; Horus, son of Isis; and
Amon-Ra, who ruled Egypt. The king’s devotion
created a great wave of faith among the people.
Ritual enabled him to appoint a proxy to act
as prophet. Power was delegated to professional
priests, who first incarnated themselves in the king
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26 Part] ¢+ The Media of Early Civilization

Cultural Resistance

Egyptian cultural elements resisted alien en-
croachments and facilitated reorganization and
the launching of a counterattack. The conquerors
adopted hieroglyphic writing and Egyptian cus-
toms, but the complexity of these enabled the
Egyptians to resist and expel the invaders. They
probably acquired horses'* and light four-spoked
chariots from the Libyans to the west, and after
1580 B.c. the Nile valley was liberated. In a great
victory at Megiddo in 1478 B.C.,!> Thutmose III
gave a final blow to Hyksos’ power. Under rulers of
the eighteenth dynasty (1580-1345 B.C.), the New
Theban Kingdom was established.

Priests, Property, and Power

In the New Kingdom, the Pharaohs at Thebes (the
capital and metropolis of the civilized east) had re-
sumed their sovereign rights, taken possession of
the goods of the temples, and brought clerical vas-
salage to an end. Monarchical centralization was
accompanied by religious centralization. The gods
were “solarized,” and Amon, the God of the Theban
family, reigned over all the gods of Egypt as Amon-
Ra after 1600 B.C. As a result of the success of war in
imperial expansion, the priests became securely es-
tablished in territorial property and assumed in-
creasing influence. Problems of dynastic right in
the royal family gave them additional power.

Magic and Medicine

The use of papyrus rapidly increased after the ex-
pulsion of the Hyksos. The cult of Thoth had
played an important role in the New Kingdom and
in the expulsion of the Hyksos. Thoth became the
god of magic. His epithets had great power and
strength, and certain formulae were regarded as
potent in the resistance to, or in the expulsion of,
malicious spirits. To about 2200 B.C., medicine and
surgery had advanced, since mummification had
familiarized the popular mind with dissection of
the human body, and had overcome an almost
universal prejudice, But after the Hyksos invasion,

medicine became a matter of rites and formulael®
and opened the way to Greek physicians and
anatomists in Alexandria. . ..

THE CITY-STATES OF SUMER

In Egypt, ability to measure time and to predict
the dates of floods of the Nile became the basis of
power. In the Tigris and Euphrates valleys in
southern Mesopotamia, the rivers!” were adapted
to irrigation and organized control, and less ex-
acting demands were made on the capacity to pre-
dict time. Sumer was a land of small city-states in
which the chief priest of the temple was the direct
representative of the god. The god of the city was
king, and the human ruler was a tenant farmer
with the position and powers of a civil governor.

It has been suggested that writing was in-
vented in Sumer to keep tallies and to make lists
and, hence, was an outgrowth of mathematics.
The earliest clay tablets include large numbers of
legal contracts, deeds of sale, and land transfers,
and reflect a secular and utilitarian interest. Lists,
inventories, records, and accounts of temples and
small city-states suggest the concerns of the god as
capitalist, landlord, and bank. Increased revenues
necessitated complex systems of accounting and
writing intelligible to colleagues and successors.
Temple offices became continuing and permanent
corporations. Growth of temple organizations and
increase in land ownership were accompanied by
accumnulation of resources and differentiation of
functions. Specialization and increased wealth
brought rivalry and conflict.

CLAY AND CUNEIFORM

Alluvial clay found in Babylonia and Assyria was
used for the making of brick and as a medium in
writing. Modern discoveries of large numbers of
records facilitate a description of important char-
acteristics of Sumerian and later civilizations, but
they may reflect a bias incidental to the character

Old Babylonian period cylinder sezl and its impression. Royal Ontario M

of the material used for communication. On the
other hand, such a bias points to salient features in
the civilization.

In preparation for writing, fine clay was well
kneaded and made into biscuits or tablets. Since
moist clay was necessary and since the tablet dried
quickly, it was important to write with speed and
accuracy.!® Pictographs of fine lines made by an
almost knife-sharp reed were probably followed
by linear writing such as might be easily cut on
stone records. But the making of straight lines
tended to pull up the clay, and a cylindrical reed
stylus was stamped perpendicularly or obliquely
on the tablet. A triangular stylus of about the size
of a small pencil with four flat sides and one bev-
elled end was introduced, probably in the second
half of the third millenniam. It was laid on a
sharp edge, and if the tip was pressed deeply, a true
wedge or cuneiform appeared on the tablet. If the
stylus was pressed lightly, a large number of short
strokes was necessary to make a single sign.

Economy of effort demanded a reduction in
the number of strokes, and the remnants of picto-
rial writing disappeared. As a medium, clay de-
manded a shift from the pictograph to formal
patterns. “The gap between picture and word is
bridged.”*” Cuneiform writing was characterized
by triangles and the massing of paralle] lines. The
complexity of a group of wedges of different sizes
and thicknesses, and an increase in the size of the
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28 Part1 - The Media of Early Civilization

modifications of the original meaning, signs were
added to the pictures. As many as 2,000 signs were
used. By 2900 B.c. the introduction of syllabic
signs in a vocabulary which was largely monosyl-
Iabic had reduced the number of signs to about
600. Of these signs, about 100 represented vowels,
but no system was devised for representing single
consonantal sounds or creating an alphabet.
Cunetform writing was partly syllabic and partly
ideographic, or representative of single words.
Many of the signs were polyphonic or had more
than one meaning. Sumnerian had no distinctions
of gender and often omitted those of number, per-
sons, and tenses. An idea had not fully developed
to the symbol of a word or syllable. Pictographs
and ideograms took on abstract phonetic values,
and the study of script became linked to the study
of language.

Sun-dried tablets could be altered easily; this
danger was overcome by baking in fire. Inde-
structibility assured inviolability for commercial
and personal correspondence. Though admirably
adapted by its durability to use over a long period
of time, clay as a heavy material was less suited as
a medium of communication over large areas. Its

general character favoured the collection of per-
manent records in widely scattered communities.

CLAY AND Social ORGANIZATION

Religious Power

Adaptability to communication over long dis-
tances emphasized uniformity in writing and the
development of an established and authorized
canon of signs. Extensive commercial activity re-
quired a large number of professional scribes or
those who could read and write. In turn, the diffi-
culties of writing a complex language implied a
long period of training and the development of
schools. Temple accounts and sign lists with the
names of priests inventing the signs were made
into school texts. In order to train scribes and ad-
ministrators, schools and centres of learning were
built up in connection with temples, and special
emphasis was given to grammar and mathematics.

Since the art of writing as the basis of educa-
tion was controlled by priests, scribes, teachers,
and judges, the religious point of view in general
knowledge and in legal decisions was assumed.

Clay tablet and envelope, later Persian period. Royal Ontario Museum.

Scribes kept the voluminous accounts of the tem-
ples and recorded the details of regulations in
priestly courts. Practically every act of civil life was
a matter of law which was recorded and confirmed
by the seals of contracting parties and witnesses.
In each city, decisions of the courts became the
basis of civil law. The growth of temples and ex-
tension in power of the cult enhanced the power
and authority of priests. The characteristics of clay
favoured the conventionalization of writing, de-
centralization of cities, the growth of continuing
organization in the temples, and religious control,
Abstraction was furthered by the necessity of keep-
ing accounts and the use of mathematics, particu-
larly in trade between communities.

The accumulation of wealth and power in the
hands of the priests and the temple organization,
which accompanied the development of mathe-
matics and writing, was probably followed by
ruthless warfare between city-states and the emer-
gence of military specialization and mercenary
service. It has been suggested that the control of
religion over writing and education entailed a ne-
glect of technological change and military strength.
Temple government or committees of priests were
unable to direct organized warfare, and temporal
potentates appeared beside the priest. The latter
enjoyed a prerogative and led the prince into the
presence of the deity.

MoTtes

1. In particular heavy emphasis on papyrus as a basis
of feudalism in contrast with alphabet and bureau-
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