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THE

BOOKS OF THE ANCIENTS,

&e.

CHAPTER 1.

ON THE RECORDS AND WRITINGS OF THE EARLIEST
PEOPLE ; THEIR FORM, AND METHOD OF PRESER-~
VATION,

In the darkness of ages, the arts and sciences gene-
rally have been enveloped in obscurity :—of many,
not even the record of their existence, and of others,
merely the passing mention of their once general
prevalence, has been handed down to us And
whilst those arts which must of necessity have first
occupied the thoughts and attention of mankind,
such as would contribute to their personal comfort,
to the supply of their wants, or to the defence of
their position and home, are scarcely known, we can
little expect that anything approaching to the refine-
ments of life, such as the records of their literature,
will be met with. In the brief notices of the trans-
actions of man soon after the creation, we find Jubal
B
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2 THE RECORDS OF THE

referred to as the father of all such as handle the
harp and organ, and Tubal-cain as an instructor of
every artificer in brass and iron. To this may be
added, the knowledge the earliest people possessed
of the art of wine-making, of navigation and ship-
building, as implied in the formation of the ark of
Noah, of building and architecture, in the erection
of the city and tower of Babel, of the making of
arms for trained fighting-men, of images, of camels’
furniture, and of chariots of war. And if we descend
to the date assigned by Dr. Good* to the Book of
Job, namely, 1200 years after the flood, it is
certain that at that epoch metals were extracted
from the earth and used for domestic purposes, for
instruments of war, and for money; that various
musical instruments were known, that written cha-
racters were in common use, that astronomy was
cultivated as a science, and that mankind unques-
tionably were not living in the simple patriarchal
state, since different ranks in society are in several
instances familiarly mentioned; whilst it is at the
same time quite evident, that the degree of intel-
lectual acquirement and of refinement which would
allow of the composition of the work itself, could not
have been low in the scale of human cultivation.®
Considering these facts, and reasoning from the general
improvement of society in all ages, where men have

a2 Good's Book of Job, p. 46.——" Beke's Origines Biblica,

vol. i. p. 52.
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EARLIEST PEOPLE. 3

congregated together, it may be pronounced all but
certain, that some degree of refinement, and a regard
for learning, had been arrived at by the antediluvian
world, particularly so when the general belief of the
Mosaic account gives a period of 2000 years duration
to the earth prior to the deluge.

Of the mode adopted in the earliest times to
transmit to after generations the records of the pre-
ceding ones, an impenetrable darkness hangs around ;
and in attempting any description, conjecture alone
can be the foundation. And if this uncertainty as to
the very existence of their records is the case, how
much more difficult becomes the path by which we
can draw any conclusion as to the material of which
they were composed, or of the manner of preserving
them. That the antediluvians did arrive at a con-
siderable degree of proficiency in many of the arts,
has been shown, and we may faitly conclude that
some method had been invented, by which the
thoughts and opinions of the learned might be com-
municated in some more durable manner than oral
testimony. But nothing exists to prove this to be
s0; we, therefore, are left to draw the inference, from
what has been transmitted relative to later times,
that a similar mode had been adopted, and progres-
sion made, in periods anterior to them. Taking this
as our guide, and allowing that there is much on the
subject we must be content to remain ignorant of,
it will be necessary to ascertain what has reached us
relative to the materials on, and form in, which

B2
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4 THE RECORD3 OF THE

the early inhabitants of the earth inscribed their
records.

Engraving, or sculpture on stone, appears to have
been the first method of writing; the great and
noble actions of natior:s and men were cut on entire
rocks and mountains.® This eustom was continued
for many ages, and remains still exist in Denmark,
Norway, the deserts of Tartary, and Judea. The
absence of rocks in many situations, or for the better
keeping before the eye of youth the acts and deeds of
their forefathers, doubtless suggested the pillar or
column. Jesephus makes mention of two, one of
stone, the other of brick, on which the children of
Seth wrote their inventions and astronomical disco-
veries.! Porphyri also speaks of some stone pillars
in Crete, on which the ceremonies of the Corybantes
in their sacrifices were recorded® Many of the
obelisks brought from Egypt are of this character,
and there are some ancient monuments of the same
kind of writing remaining in that country, more
particularly among the ruins of Persepolis.” These
inscriptions commemorated events in history and
discoveries in science, and to them the ancient
historians, Sanchoniathe and Herodotus, acknow-
ledge their obligations.! Mr. Drummond, however,
is of opinion that the first essays in the art of writing

¢ Job xix. v. 24, 4 Antiquities of the Jews, book i. ¢. 2.
~———¢ Warton’s English Puetry, vol. i. p. xxvii. &e.

Maurice s Babylon, p. 186. ¢ Herculanensia )—Hou, W.
Drummond, p. Y8.
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FARLIEST PEOPLE. 5

must have been on softer materials than stones.
‘Whether so or not, it is certain that the time and
labour necessary to carve on stone, would soon lead
men to consider of some more expeditious mode of
recording their thoughts and discoverics ; as well as
to multiply their number. We find clay was early
used for the purpose, and stamps made by which it
was impressed, and then submitted to the action of
the sun or fire to harden. To this class the Baby-
lonian bricks belong, the inscriptions on which
doubtless were intended for the propagation of
science, to the inculcation of some special facts, or
the record of some useful memorial. And though
the meaning of these inscriptions is unknown, the
preservation of some of the bricks through a period
of some thousand years, proves that the ancients
rightly calculated on the mode they adopted in
perpetuating their discoveries. These bricks were
employed in the building of their public edifices.
From them further advances were made, which ulti-
mately led to the formation of books. This progress
is shown in the following sketch of a burnt clay pillar,
of about the same period as those before referred to.
It also displays a considerable improvement in the
formation of the characters. This pillar, with severa
of the bricks, are preserved in the library of Trinity
College, Cambridge.

b Fosbroke’s Cyclop. of Antiquities, vol. i, p. 235.
i Hansard's Typographia, p. 2.
B3
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6 THE RECORDS OF THE

Mr. Hansard, who minutely examined this pillar,
considered it a rare piece of ancient learning and art,
and a work of great public importance at the time it
was executed. He says: ‘ One of these printed
pieces might contain a complete subject; or a sub-
ject might occupy several of them, which altogether
formed a series; each piece answering, as it were,
such a purpose as the leaf of a book; one following
another in regular order, from the beginning to the
end of any subject, as the sheets in a volume, From
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EARLIEST PEOPLE. 7

a succession of these printed miniature monuments
might numerous sets be made; and thus might laws,
astronomical observations, historical annals, and any
other subject of interest to mankind, be recorded.”*

This opinion, there can be little doubt, is a right
conclusion. And to confirm it we find, even long
after the acknowledged period of the invention of
letters, that engraving on similar pillars of stone and
other durable substances was still adopted. Pollux
and Suidas state that the pieces of brass on which
the public documents in their time were written,
were of a cubical form.'

The first books, then, if we may so call them, were
simply in the form of pillars or tables, of which
frequent mention is made in Scripture under the
name of Sephir. When, however, the ancients had
matters a little longer to treat of, they would adopt
materials more suited to their purpose. Hence,
wood, slate, horn, plates of lead and copper, leaves
of trees, and other materials, according to the local
circumstances of different nations, and their progress
in the arts, were used to write such things upon as
hey were desirous to have transmitted to posterity.”

That a ready mode of writing was in general use,
or at least well understood by the learned, previous
to the delivery of the tables of the law, is proved by
the command given to Moses, ** Write this for a me-

¥ Typographia, p. 10.——! Herculanensia, p. 104, —
™ Fosbroke’s Ency. of Antiquities, vol. i 235.
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8 THE RECORDS OF THE

morial in a book.” Itis observable, that there is not
the least hint to induce us to believe that writing was
then newly invented: on the contrary, we may con-
clude, that Moses understood what was meant by
writing in a book; otherwise God would have in-
structed him, as he had done Noah in building the
ark; for he would not have been commanded to write
in a book, if he had been ignorant of the art of writing :
but Moses expressed no difficulty of comprehension,
when he received this command." He may have
become acquainted with the art of writing in Egypt,
which country, we learn from the Old Testament,
was long previously acquainted with all those arts of
civilization and government, and notions of property,
which usually belong to nations which have been long

settled and civilized.®

Slight as are the notices of the writings of the early
ages of the world, little can here be stated relative to
ancient bookbinding, but that some mode of preser-
vation of documents which must have required so
much care to execute, was early devised, cannot be
doubted; and therefore the art may be dated as
almost coeval with the science of composing books :
and that both one and the other would soon follow
the invention of hieroglyphic characters and letters,
though it must be after the latter period to which we
must look for anything that can decidedly be called

® Astle’s Origin and Progress of Writing, pp.12,13. —

© Sharpe’s Early History of Egypt, p. 4.
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EARLIEST PEOPLE. 9

bookbinding. Previous to this, the preservation of
their tables, &c., was by means of cases of wood,
stone, or earthenware, of which we have an example
in the commandments given to Moses. But that
writings in his time were of some extent, is shown
in the book of Exodus (xxiv. 4—7), where we
find that Moses wrote all the words and all the judg-
ments of the Lord, contained in the twenty-first and
two following chapters. What was the material, or
what the form of the original book of the law, cannot
be ascertained. Montfaucon believed it was written on
skins ; and considering that the roll is the form still
adopted in all the synagogues of the Jews, we shall
not be hazarding too much to state it to have been so
since its first promulgation by Moses to the people.
Some progress must have been made before this; and
at whatever period books were first formed, a neces-
sity would arise of uniting the several parts together,
for the more ready reference, as well as their better
preservation. This, however slight or rudely per-
formed, was the foundation of an art, which in our
day has arrived at a style of decoration scarcely to
be surpassed by any other.

That the writers of the books would be the first
binders, it is fair to presume; from which class, per-
haps, or from others trained to the art, would proceed
a race of artisans restricted to this branch alone.
But there is again no data to establish the fact, and
we can only hazard the conjecture, seeing that the
details of all the arts for many ages are alike unknown.
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10 THE RECORDS OF THE EARLIEST PEOPLE,

This may be attributable to the circumstances of the
times, or to the habits of the nations of antiquity.
The Chaldeans, Pheenicians, Syrians, and Egyptians,
all bordering upon each other, were alike early versed
in the arts of life, From all that is known of the
latter, either from Greek authors or from modern
discoveries in the antiquities of Egypt, they appear ta
have been a nation of practised manipulators, me-
chanics, and workmen. The distribution of the
people into ranks, and particular occupations to the
same families from generation to generation, confined
the knowledge possessed by each class, and never
contributed to form a common stock of information,
Hence the political system of the country provided
for a succession of hereditary artists; and when that
system was destroyed by the conquest of Egypt, the
peculiar arts of the Egyptiaus were entirely lost.?
But the remains of their greatness, and evidences
of their ability, were an example to their conquerors.
The Greeks have abundantly borne testimony to how
much the world:is indebted to the Egyptians for
architecture, geometry, agriculture, irrigation, letters,
and paper. To some of these we shall more par-

ticularly allude in the next chapter.

P Brayley’s Utility of the Knowledge of Nature, p. 57—59.
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