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‘The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden because of their simplicity and familiarity . . . We fail to be struck by what, once seen, is most striking and most powerful.’

LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN Philosophical Investigations, §129
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Preface

Writing, from its earliest days, has been thought of as a gift from the gods: in Egypt it was given to humanity by Thoth, the god of culture; in Babylonia, by Nebo, the god of destiny; in Sumeria, it was bestowed by Nabû, the ‘scribe of the gods’. The Greeks sometimes thought writing was granted to mankind by Hermes, the messenger of the gods; at other times they reported that it was given by Zeus to the Muses. Odin bestowed the gift in Norse legend; in India, the elephant-headed god Ganesh used one of his tusks as a pen; while the Mayan Itzamna, a creator–god, first named the objects in the world, and then gave humans the ability to write those names down. The Jews were taught that God had handed the skill to the world through his intermediary, Moses; in the Qur’an, Allah is he who ‘taught the pen’. As late as the fifteenth century, han’gul, the newly created script of Korea, was said to have been produced by ‘the revelation of heaven to the mind of the sage king’.1

How writing came to be, it appears, is a question that has been explored for almost as long as writing itself. And therefore what writing does – it enables us to read, to gather information and to pass that information on – seems so obvious that we barely consider the magnitude of this ability. Yet reading, and writing, and what we do with those things, are not obvious at all. As we will see, the world broadly divides into two types of writing systems: alphabetic and syllabic; and ideographically based methods. The alphabet, as far as we can tell, was written from its very earliest days in a set order. Why, we don’t know, although ease of memorization seems possible, even likely. Non-alphabetic writing systems, by contrast, were organized in a variety of ways – by sound, by meaning, by written structure or shape.

To readers and writers of an alphabetic language such as English, the assumption I just made above – that the elements that make up a writing system, the characters, must be ordered, must be sorted or organized in some way – is automatic, and unquestioned. Equally, it has become automatic to assume that, once our writing systems evolved, writing was used to give permanence to thoughts and ideas; and then, that methods were devised to enable us to return to those thoughts and ideas, whether ours or someone else’s. For writing is a powerful tool – not merely a tool that permits Person A to notify Person B that such-and-such occurred, or will occur, or some other piece of information, but a tool that enables Person B to be notified of these occurrences centuries after Person A has died.

Writing is powerful because it transcends time, and because it creates an artificial memory, or store of knowledge, a memory that can be located physically, be it on clay tablets, on walls, on stone, on bronze, papyrus, parchment or paper. And for centuries, that is how it was used. Words were written, and stored. We can guess from what has survived that it was expected that these items would be referred back to. But how, and why, did we learn this art, or science, of reference, of ‘looking things up’? How did we learn to find what we needed when we needed it, in the mass of written words that have surrounded us daily for a millennium and more?

It is hard today to imagine not being able to look something up – not to know how to use an index, a dictionary or a phone book. It is harder still to imagine a world in which there are no indexes, no dictionaries or phone books. Ordering and sorting, and then returning to the material sorted via reference tools of various kinds, have become so integral to the modern Western mindset that their significance is, at one and the same time, almost incalculable, and curiously invisible. For categorizing is what we do every day of our lives, frequently every hour of every day, and not just through paper. We use dozens of products every day without ever considering that they have been specially designed for our perpetual sorting needs, to enable us to locate material swiftly and without effort.

Thus, a wallet has a pocket for coins, longer slots for banknotes, shorter ones for credit cards; handbags have loops for mobile phones, zipped pockets for keys, flaps for bus passes. These of course are personal sorting categories: I might put my phone in a pocket someone else uses for a wallet, and vice versa. Other items need to be sorted in ways that are comprehensible to a wider audience. A newspaper separates articles reporting on internal political events from articles dealing with world news, those on sports from arts reviews or editorials. This is not done for the ease of the newspapers’ producers (a single journalist might write articles across several fields), but to assist their readers. The displays in supermarkets, by contrast, are in part dictated by technological constraints – until recently, chilled and frozen foods were almost always found against the shops’ walls, where the cabinets could be plugged into electrical outlets – but otherwise they use broad categories: meat, fish, fresh fruit and vegetables, just as furniture stores such as IKEA sort their items by room – bedroom furniture here, kitchen equipment there.

These methods are so obvious to us, we barely think of them as organizing or sorting, and yet of course that is what they are. They are ways of enabling someone searching for information, or physical objects, to locate what they need. Yet what all these methods rely on is some, even if limited, previous knowledge on the part of the person doing the searching. A reader has to know that an article on the French Open tennis tournament will be categorized by the game being played, rather than by the country in which it takes place, in ‘sport’, rather than ‘world news’. Similarly, supermarket shoppers are expected to look for their tomatoes in the vegetable section, even though they are technically fruit; and that dill, if it is dried, will be found in the herbs and spices section, and if it is fresh, with the vegetables.

Almost all sorting systems similarly require some level of familiarity on the part of their users. To modern eyes, printed lists and alphabetical order are in essence synonymous – alphabetical order, we assume, is and always has been humanity’s default sorting method to enable us to locate most things that are written down. But it turns out that this is simply not the case. A range of other sorting methods – geographical, chronological, hierarchical, categorical – were favoured over alphabetical order for centuries. Sometimes there is no visible organizing method, the order of things being so essential that it is simply remembered. For a medieval clergyman, what would have been the point of putting the books of the Bible in alphabetical order? To him, it was obvious that Genesis comes before Exodus, just as, to us, it is obvious that Monday comes before Tuesday, September before October. In fact, if you ask someone to put the days of the week or the months of the year into alphabetical order, you will most likely be met with a long pause. It is surprisingly difficult to do, because the days and months have a ‘natural’ order, one that is not alphabetical.2

Other types of categorizing and sorting that were natural to generations past today seem as peculiar as April heading a list of the months of the year because it begins with A. Yet in a world more stratified than our own, sorting things hierarchically was once a natural impulse. The Domesday Book, that summary of land occupancy in England and parts of Wales produced for William the Conqueror in 1086, assessed the values of 13,418 places, organizing them first by status, then by geography, then by status again, and finally by wealth. The king came first, followed – broken down by region – by the great clergy, the powerful barons, and lastly each district’s most humble tenants.

But of course, for the information in the Domesday Book to be accessible to later readers, they had to know the regions of England and Wales, and the orders of hierarchy – who outranked whom. For, in all the millennia of reading and writing, only one major sorting system has evolved that requires no previous knowledge from the searcher: alphabetical order. To use alphabetical order, the only thing searchers need to know is a list of approximately (depending on the language) two dozen characters, in an established order. They do not need to know on what continent a city is located to find it in an atlas, nor if a bishop outranks a cardinal to find him in a list of participants at a clerical summit. Neither do they need to know whether the English Civil War preceded or postdated the American Civil War, to locate it on a chronological list of ‘Wars through History’; nor, indeed, do they need to know whether a tomato is a vegetable or a fruit, to search for it in a seed catalogue.

Alphabetical order is in this way entirely neutral. Someone whose name begins with A is at the start of the list not because they are a great landowner, nor because they have more money, or were born before the others on the list, but simply because of a random quirk of the alphabet. This lack of inherent meaning, of preordained value, makes alphabetical order a sorting tool that does not reflect back to its users the values of its creators, nor even an image of the world in which it was created. In 1584, the compiler of the first French bibliography included a dedication to the king, apologizing for his use of alphabetical order and acknowledging that his choice had upended hierarchy, allowing the possibility that entries for lesser men might well appear before those of their social superiors, children before their parents, the ruled before their rulers. ‘Certainly,’ he wrote, ‘I have felt the impropriety of having thus observed an alphabetical or A, B, C order’, but he had nonetheless persisted with this system not, as we might assume today, to make the entries easier to find, but ‘to avoid all calumny, and to remain in amity with everyone’: that is, to ensure he did not trespass unknowingly against hierarchy by setting a less prominent person ahead of a greater one.3 In 1584, therefore, alphabetical order was still a fallback to some, a way of avoiding a social faux pas in print.

Two hundred years later, in the late eighteenth century, Harvard and Yale Colleges still used hierarchy and status as their primary sorting filter for their students, with enrolment lists ordered first by the students’ families’ social position and wealth, then subcategorized by whether or not their fathers had attended the same college. The students’ own performance powered their rise or fall in the class lists as the year progressed, but at formal events social status remained the sorting tool for the order in which students entered rooms, and for seating arrangements.4 Today, it is unimaginable to contemplate ranking students by their parents’ wealth, or by their race or gender, or by the colour of their hair or their perceived level of attractiveness to their fellow students (at least, not overtly). Nor do we, in our democratic age, group students by their grades, even though ‘Will the smart people sit at the front, please’ was once routine.

The very benefit of alphabetical order, to our eyes, is that it says nothing at all about the people or objects being sorted: ‘The alphabet can help in finding [or organizing] things, but not in understanding them. It cannot tell you why a whale has more in common with an elephant than a shark.’5 It is value-neutral, simply guiding those using it to the places where they can learn meaning or value for themselves.

And yet, when looked at from this angle, alphabetical order seems oddly useless. That very value – that it is neutral – also means it is devoid of meaning, and therefore it is rarely the sorting system of first resort. Phone books, which appear to a modern eye to be entirely alphabetical, use at least two preliminary sorting filters: first by country, then by region or city (both geographical), then by type, residential or business (occupational), before finally getting down to alphabetical. Schools that use alphabetical order to record their students in registers first divide the attending children by classes (age), and only then by the alphabet. Bookshops and libraries, too, rarely, if ever, rely purely on an alphabetical organizing system. My last name begins with F, and so does F. Scott Fitzgerald’s. This coincidence would tell readers nothing about our respective books, were they to see them sitting next to each other on a shelf. Which is why in virtually all bookshops, Flanders and Fitzgerald are separated: Fitzgerald in fiction; Flanders in non-fiction (primary sorting level). Then, Flanders is in ‘history’, Fitzgerald in, perhaps, ‘twentieth-century fiction’ (secondary); after that, European history versus short-story writers (tertiary); and only then might the books be sorted Fa, Fe, Fi, Fl . . . 

Of course, once these same books are taken home, there is no reason why Fitzgerald and Flanders might not be shelved side by side if their owners decide to use alphabetical order as their primary sorting system. Or if the system is to be used by a single or a limited number of searchers, more idiosyncratic or value-laden systems can work efficiently, based as they are on previous knowledge held by the searchers: all books with a yellow spine together, or books given to us by our mothers, or sorted into geographical or chronological order by place or date of purchase.

The short-story writer and essayist Jorge Luis Borges gave the most memorable, and picturesque, reminder of the reality that all sorting methods by their very nature obscure: as the world is random, so too must be the methods that seek to categorize, and thus rationalize, the world. ‘Obviously,’ he wrote, ‘there is no classification of the universe that is not arbitrary and conjectural . . . the impossibility of penetrating the divine scheme of the universe cannot dissuade us from outlining human schemes, even though we are aware that they are provisional.’ He mocked a natural philosopher of the seventeenth century who had attempted through categorization and classification to invent an artificial world language, highlighting its ‘ambiguities, redundancies, and deficiencies’, and claiming that they reminded him of a (probably imaginary, and invented by Borges) Chinese encyclopedia, which classified all animals by dividing them into the following groups: ‘(a) those that belong to the Emperor, (b) embalmed ones, (c) those that are trained, (d) suckling pigs, (e) mermaids, (f) fabulous ones, (g) stray dogs, (h) those that are included in this classification, (i) those that tremble as if they were mad, (j) innumerable ones, (k) those drawn with a very fine camel’s hair brush, (l) others, (m) those that have just broken a flower vase, (n) those that resemble flies from a distance’.6

Classification, and the sorting tools we have created to enable it, may never be quite as bizarre and as memorable as Borges’ mythical encyclopedia, but the history of how we moved from the arrival of the alphabet around 2000 BCE to the slow unfolding of alphabetical order as a sorting tool some three thousand years later, in the thirteenth century CE, is filled with nearly as many surprises and wonders.* For sorting is, ultimately, magical – indeed, the word ‘abracadabra’, that invocation of magicians from classical times onwards, is a word built on the first four letters of the Latin alphabet.7 This magical tool, the alphabet, bestows the ability to create order out of centuries of thought, of knowledge, of literature, scientific discovery and history. Sorting, and classification, allow us to locate the information we need, and disseminate it in turn. Without sorting, all the knowledge in the world would lie in great unsifted stacks of books, themselves unfindable, unread and unknown.

Despite this, alphabetical order has remained almost unrecorded for most of its history. Its arrival was remarked on as it was laboriously invented and reinvented, explained and re-explained. But once it was assimilated, it swiftly faded into the background, becoming so much part of the scenery that everyone ceased to notice its existence. A historian of the development of the alphabet lamented the lack of study given to his discipline: there was no academic school of study called ‘history of writing’, he mourned, no museum, nor even a section of a museum, devoted to it. Instead, his field was divided up between, among others, anthropology, archaeology, Assyriology, Egyptology, ethnology, Mesoamerican studies, palaeography, philology and Sinology, to list them alphabetically.8 (Although since that was written, the University of London has overseen a flourishing Museum of Writing Research Collection.) But at least there are disciplines for all of these things. Historians of Early Modern Europe are now beginning to study archiving and organization as they emerged in the Renaissance, but for most of history, to learn about classification was to be forced to read between the lines, to search out how people sorted by working backwards, from end results, where those have survived, to our best guesses as to their intentions.

It may be that classification more generally, and alphabetical order in particular, have been rendered invisible in part because of another automatic assumption, one we make about reading: that when we talk about reading, we are talking about narrative prose. Whether it’s a romance set in Siberia, a history of the Roman Empire or a government report on the after-effects of a hurricane, our notion of reading presupposes that we are being told some sort of story, one where events happen in a careful arc, one after the other; and they have a meaning or, if not, the point is their lack of meaning. Readers are expected to start at the beginning of an essay, a newspaper article or a book, then continue through the middle to the end, at which point that particular reading episode is over. Yet there are so many other types of reading that we do daily: we browse, entering a text randomly until we find something that captures our attention; we search, jumping through a text to isolate a specific point or piece of information we need; we study, reading one text intensively, but breaking off to check the endnotes, to follow up a digression, to source a quote in another book or look up a definition or explanation in a reference work; and we revisit, returning to a text to reacquaint ourselves with something we already know.9

Even these different kinds of reading, however, make up just a tiny percentage of most people’s reading lives. We also read maps and SatNav or GPS directions; we read the letterhead on office stationery; we read advertising copy in camping-gear catalogues; we read train or bus timetables; we read highway signs and street signs and signs that tell us when we can park our cars; we read the opening hours of shops, whose signs bearing their names we also read, to distinguish them from the shops next door; we read the instructions on bottles of prescription pills, and directions on how to turn on the oven’s self-cleaner; we read menus, and our list of appointments each day. And, of course, we scan many lists in alphabetical order for information: address books and phone books and contacts lists; indexes to books or maps; or lists of people named ‘Brown’ on Wikipedia. Much of our reading, therefore, is not remotely narrative, not destinational, but instead is directed towards retrieving a single piece of information, which is often found by searching a list that is ordered alphabetically.10 But this form of reading is never written about in books and magazines, nor studied in universities. Frequently, it is barely considered even to be reading. And yet at home, at school and at work, we make notes, which are ordered into shopping lists, reports, articles, letters, budgets or other office documents; we compile lists – for our insurance companies, to build an address book, to inventory our possessions or a library, or an office filing-cabinet.

A Place for Everything is a look at the history of this ordering and classification, at how sorting came to be, in particular via the alphabet. Much of our lives is spent creating archives of documents, and then developing ways of finding those documents. The word ‘archive’ itself comes from the Greek arkheion, meaning a magistrate’s residence, a place that housed not only government documents, but also papers lodged there by private citizens as a place of safe storage. And from there, as one of the earliest alphabetical list-makers, Isidore of Seville (see here), noted, it came to encompass a chest or strongbox (arca), an archive (archivum), as well as mystery (arcanum).11 An archive (the room) and an archive (the papers it contains) are both the container and the thing contained, while classification, whether alphabetical order or any other system, is the tool we use to navigate them, our map to guide us through this mysterious and secret world of paper. The chests used to store papers for most of history – the arks – subliminally return us to the Bible, to the Ark of the Covenant and to Noah’s Ark, containers of God’s word and of humanity and the animal kingdom. Arks are mere wooden boxes to hold books and documents, and yet as such they symbolize the wisdom of the ages, of God’s promise for humanity.12

Bill Gates once identified the development of the transistor in 1947 as ‘a key transitional event in the advent of the information age’. Other key moments, according to historians, include the invention of writing, of double-entry bookkeeping, printing, the telegraph and the computer. What is notable in this list is that none of these are inventions that created new knowledge themselves, but are instead inventions that created new ways of accessing knowledge. It was not the machines – not the telegraph, not the printing-press, nor even the computer – that revolutionized the world, but the processes behind those machines: they were the software to the hardware of the printing-press or the telegraph or the computer. To enable these new types of software to function, systems of organization, and especially the alphabet – that ABC that was devised so many thousands of years before – were needed to guide them to a new world of order. How it happened is the story that follows.




1

A is for Antiquity

From the Beginning to the Classical World

[image: image]

The earliest ‘writing’ was not writing as we recognize it today, in many languages. It was not built on a series of symbols, which we call ‘letters’, that represent sounds, and which when combined make up words. Instead, the earliest writing consisted of images painted on rock, probably representations to be used in the service of ritual beliefs, rather than to communicate abstract thoughts or concrete objects. After these came pictographs, where a single standard image became the representation of an object. Pictographs emerged independently around the world, from the Middle East to Australia, and in many parts of the Americas. These were followed by ideographic writing, where pictographs were used to represent, not a thing, but an idea associated with a thing: a circle might denote ‘the sun’, or ‘light’, ‘brightness’ or ‘day’. This form of writing was also found across the globe, from China to North and Central America, to Africa, Australia and Siberia.1

The world’s first complex writing form, Sumerian cuneiform, followed this evolutionary path, moving around 3500 BCE from pictographic to ideographic representations, from the depiction of objects to that of abstract notions. Sumerian cuneiform was a linear writing system, its symbols usually set in columns, read from top to bottom and from left to right. This regimentation was another form of abstraction: the world is not a linear place, and objects do not organize themselves horizontally or vertically in real life. Those early rock paintings, thought to have been created for ritual purposes, were possibly shaped and organized to follow the walls of the cave, or the desires of the painters, who may have organized them symbolically, or artistically, or even randomly. Yet after cuneiform, virtually every form of script that has emerged has been set out in rows with a clear beginning and endpoint.2 So uniform is this expectation, indeed, that the odd exception is noteworthy, and generally established for a specific purpose, such as those ‘round robin’ letters of complaint to higher authorities, in which the complainants sign in a circular fashion to ensure that no ringleader can be singled out.

Sumerian writing then made another conceptual leap, by originating a method of representing grammatical parts of speech using the symbols for words that already existed and that shared the grammatical element’s sound. This sound/sign system is more easily explained to English-speakers who are familiar with its use in the rebus, a traditional puzzle game. In a rebus, a picture of an eye, for example, might represent the word ‘I’, a picture of a sheep (‘ewe’) the word ‘you’ (see here).

In Sumeria, writing became a bureaucratic tool during a period of rapid urbanization, as a powerful upper class oversaw large-scale civic construction, as well as the creation and expansion of the complex distribution networks needed to feed the inhabitants of these new cities. Yet while the skill was widely recognized, at the same time it was accessible only to the elite. Learning to write Sumerian cuneiform required both time and intelligence: there were around 300 basic symbols to memorize, as well as another 1,000 less frequently used ones. In addition, many were then combined to create further meanings: for example, the symbol for ‘mountains’ also meant ‘foreign place’, and when it was used together with the symbol for ‘woman’, the compound character meant ‘slave’.3

[image: image]

A round robin letter of 1621, petitioning for the right of Huguenots to settle in the New World. The petition is in the centre, reading conventionally, top to bottom and left to right, while the signatures deviate from this standard pattern to obscure the petition’s originators.
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The first page of a letter in rebus form from Lewis Carroll, the author of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865). Note that ‘and’ is represented by a picture of a hand, presumably with the dropped H common in many English dialects.

By around 3000 BCE, trading routes between Mesopotamia and Egypt were well established. Ideas, as well as goods, travelled along these routes in both directions, and one of those ideas was a phonetic writing system. Initially, the new Egyptian hieroglyphics were pictographic, representing objects, but within a century Egyptian writing had made the same conceptual leap as cuneiform had done, incorporating rebus-like wordplay to convey abstractions. By around 2000 BCE, 700 standard hieroglyphic signs were in use in Egypt; two thousand years later, the number had grown to over 5,000. Eventually, Egypt had four types of writing: hieroglyphics themselves; a simplified form of hieroglyphics known as hieratic, or sacred, script; and two cursive scripts, which were written more fluidly. Both the cursives and the hieratic script were quicker and easier to write than the original hieroglyphics, although these latter continued to be used for inscriptions, on monuments and for civic or religious displays; the cursive scripts were kept for letters, business transactions and other day-to-day affairs, where speed was more important than appearance.

[image: image]

Old Babylonian clay tablet, c.1900–1700 BCE, inscribed with a proverb written by a teacher (left), and copied onto the rear of the tablet by a student (right).

In many ways, the societies of Egypt and Sumer evolved along parallel routes. Both developed densely populated urban centres; new ways of irrigating land; and, between them, invented or elaborated on methods of dividing years into weeks and hours into minutes. Sumeria probably also saw the invention of the wheel, of sailing ships, of brick manufacture and, perhaps most importantly, the idea of making marks in wet clay which, when the clay dried, preserved the information that the marks conveyed for later reference. By contrast, writing in Egypt began on an entirely different scale: glyphs dealing with matters of religious importance were painted onto walls, or onto large banners designed to hang across the façades of buildings. (‘Hieroglyph’ means ‘sacred carving’.) Over time, these glyphs were adapted for smaller-scale use, diminishing from building-sized to hand-held as they began to be inked onto papyrus scrolls.4

The simplest hieroglyphs were ideograms, where a symbol represented a concrete object: a picture of a bull meant ‘bull’. Then came phonograms, where a symbol stood for a sound that had some connection with that symbol: a glyph representing a female hare did not mean ‘female hare’, but the sounds ‘w’ and ‘n’, which were the consonants that made up the word ‘female hare’. Symbols today referred to as determinatives, placed after a word, indicated what class or category that word belonged to: glyphs for plants were followed by a determinative meaning ‘grass’, to show that the glyph that preceded it fell into the plant category; similarly, all symbols followed by a ‘pen’ symbol fell into the realm of ideas. Egyptian writing could be inscribed either in columns, read top to bottom, or in rows, which could be read in either direction: readers knew where to start by looking at the faces in the human and animal pictograms, which always faced the beginning of the text. As with Sumerian cuneiform, Egyptian hieroglyphs and hieratic and cursive scripts were all complex, and required long periods of study before any skill could be demonstrated by a would-be writer.5

Writing was altogether a complex business, and across the world was most likely invented at the very most half a dozen times – one historian believes that it might have been independently invented just three times in all of humanity’s existence.*6 China was one of the first civilizations to generate a writing form. Early prototypes of inscribed writing had appeared there by the last quarter of the second millennium BCE; by around 1200 BCE, divinations were scored onto the ox bones and turtle shells called oracle bones. (Fragments with incised markings date back to c.4800 BCE, but these incisions cannot authoritatively be called writing.) The script used in China today is a descendant of a writing form that originated in the Shang or Yin dynasty (c.1600–1046 BCE). It is logographic, with each word represented by a character. In its early form, some of the characters were representations of concrete objects; some were rebus-like, the logograph standing in for a similar-sounding word; still others were related not by sound, but by meaning. As with Egyptian hieroglyphics, the characters were followed by determinatives to clarify their category.7 By 100 CE, this system had nearly 10,000 characters.

Then there was the writing system of the Maya of Mesoamerica, whose first surviving glyphs date from around the third century BCE. These, however, are most likely the descendants of an earlier writing system, or systems, about which we know nothing. It is thought today that the Mayan glyphs were ideograms, partly pictorial, but no one really knows. Later glyphs were logograms, which represented entire words, used in conjunction with glyphs representing single syllables. These were incised, carved and painted: into stone, wood, onto walls and, more portably, onto both pottery and bark paper.8

All of these systems were difficult to learn, requiring a great deal of both time and resources. The appearance of a new method of writing, one that had fewer than thirty symbols, was to prove a revelation – and, ultimately, a worldwide revolution. Writing, if not given to humanity by the gods, was nonetheless a skill that was carefully guarded by the priestly and elite classes: control of writing was a component in the control of religion, the control of government, the control, even, of much of business. The new writing system, however, did not emerge from the temples or the princely courts, nor even from an urban centre. Instead, we think that it was born in the Western Desert of Upper Egypt, somewhere between the cities of Thebes and Abydos, along a route that was heavily used by both traders and soldiers, especially mercenaries from across the Middle East. These people shared no mother tongue, nor were they from an educated, literate elite. Of necessity, therefore, they communicated in a creole, a hybrid of their many native languages. And yet these rude, uneducated, disregarded people most likely invented what became the ancestor of all the world’s alphabets. For while it is possible that writing was invented fewer than half a dozen times, the very idea of an alphabet was so completely novel in its level of abstraction that it is thought that in all of human history it was invented only once: at this time, in this place. As far as we know, every alphabetic script derives from this single source.

The central innovation of alphabetic writing is that it reduces every word to smaller units by representing each individual sound, without any connection to a word’s meaning. This novelty has been compared to the creation of money, which dates from about the sixth century BCE, in Lydia.9 Both alphabet and money are abstractions: money is a symbol of value, not something of value itself; letters are symbols of sounds, not the sounds themselves. It is difficult for us today to understand how the alphabet changed everything through its extreme abstraction. Yet alphabetic writing altered the way we think. If the word ‘god’ is read backwards, it becomes ‘dog’. It isn’t simply that this type of inversion is impossible in a writing system without an alphabet. If that were so, it would merely be a game, a charming quirk. But in a writing system without an alphabet there is no ‘backwards’. Spoken words have an ephemeral, fleeting order as they are uttered, and until words are written down they are not fixed one after the other. But once they are written down in an alphabetic writing system, words do have an order, and so do their individual components, letters. The component elements of Chinese graphs, for example, cannot be taken apart and individually reversed and read backwards – there is no meaning, even, to that concept.10

However radical the alphabet might be understood to be in retrospect, its ease of use in practice – memorizing twenty or thirty symbols instead of thousands – meant that this new system spread rapidly among the desert travellers: many dozens of rock inscriptions have been found in the Western Desert, at Wadi el-H.ôl, which are thought to date from around 2050–1550 BCE. They have not yet been definitively deciphered, but they bear a close resemblance to the later alphabet of what is known as North Semitic script, which flourished around 1800–1700 BCE. It is likely that the inscriptions were carved by foreign mercenaries who had seen Egyptian hieroglyphics, in particular the symbols the Egyptians used to transcribe foreign words and names phonetically. The Wadi el-H.ôl carvings are visibly based on these hieroglyphics, although they do not represent the same sounds – further evidence, perhaps, that the people who carved them were familiar with, but not part of, Egyptian society.11

The linguistic group that included the Canaanites, the early Hebrews, the Phoenicians and Aramaeans used a form of North Semitic script, which had twenty-two letters and was an abjad, an alphabet consisting entirely of consonants, with no vowels. We know that Old Hebrew used the same order of the letters as North Semitic, because an excavation has uncovered a late ninth- or early eighth-century BCE carving – virtually graffiti – of the first five letters of the early Hebrew alphabet, and they are in the same order. The Book of Psalms, too, in the Old Testament, contains psalms in the form of acrostics, in which every line of verse begins with a word that starts with each successive letter of the alphabet, again confirming that the order of the alphabet had been established by the sixth or fifth centuries BCE.

This writing form, which required its users to remember only two dozen symbols, could be learned relatively swiftly, at least in comparison to the lengthy study periods needed for cuneiform and hieroglyphics, and thus ensured that it was readily adopted by merchants and traders. And so the alphabet made its way from hierarchical Egypt to the relatively egalitarian land of Israel. (It was not egalitarian in our modern sense, yet was a place where lower-caste prophets, at least according to the books of the prophets in the Old Testament, railed publicly and without retribution at the upper echelons of society, who regulated both religion and law.)12 It then moved on to Greece via Phoenician traders, to the civilization that was to turn sceptical thinking and inquiry into a philosophical value.13 The alphabet may have appeared in Europe as early as the eleventh century BCE, although it would be at least a couple more centuries before it was widely used.

Another descendant of this early alphabet developed independently: surviving inscriptions show that by the sixth century BCE a forerunner to Arabic script was in use in a trading colony in the southwest of the Arabian peninsula, where languages that are collectively referred to as Old South Arabic, an offshoot of Canaanite, were spoken. The direct ancestor of the modern Arabic script, however, was to emerge in Petra, the centre of the Nabataean kingdom, in the second century BCE, a place where a dialect of Aramaic was spoken.14

Greek and Arabic alphabets both adopted, and adapted, the Semitic names for each of the alphabet’s letters, the European versions of the alphabet in addition acquiring vowels, while the Arabic alphabet remained an abjad. It is presumed that early non-alphabetical writing systems used the word or idea each pictograph stood for as its name: the pictograph of an ox was probably called ‘ox’. With an alphabet, that no longer worked. Early on, the name of each individual letter had been based phonetically on the word the letter represented, as children’s books today explain that ‘A is for Apple’, but by the time of their wider dissemination they no longer meant anything at all, and the Romans reduced them even further.* Early Greek retained the Semitic outlines of the alphabet: it was arranged in mostly the same order, apart from some letters that had been added to accommodate the different sounds of the Greek language; the letters were almost the same; and initially the reading direction was the same. After 800 BCE the Etruscans then adopted, and adapted, the Greek alphabet, making their own changes to suit their language and pronunciation; and from there came the Latin alphabet, as the Etruscans were assimilated into the early Roman republic sometime after the fourth century BCE. The Latin alphabet appropriated twenty-one of the Greek letters, dropping zeta as unnecessary and adding ‘g’, then later reincorporating ‘z’ as well as ‘y’, in order to be able to transliterate Greek names.

But all this time, no one had as yet used the word ‘alphabet’, which made a surprisingly late appearance. The Romans said ‘literae’, or ‘elementa’, letter, or element, a direct translation from the Greek. It was around 200 CE that the theologian Hippolytus of Rome wrote the phrase ‘ex Graecorum alphabeto’, meaning ‘from the Greek alphabet’ – the first surviving use of the word. By the fourth century St Jerome was using the word as though it were well known: his aim was ‘alphabet hebraicum discerem’, ‘to learn the Hebrew alphabet’.15

Learning the alphabet, however, even learning it in a set order, is not the same as using alphabetical order. The alphabet, as we have seen, was – give or take the odd letter – established in a fairly fixed order from the start. But it took some time before anyone thought that order might be useful for anything other than memorizing the names of the letters, to help students learn to read – up to three thousand years, in fact.

In 2350 BCE, Sumeria was conquered by the Akkadians who, as conquerors often do, adopted many of the elements of the civilization they had defeated, making them their own. To continue to maintain the very fine Sumerian bureaucracy that they had commandeered, the Akkadians needed clerks who could read Sumerian. Sumerian, however, was a non-Semitic language, while Akkadian was a Semitic one. Faced with the reality of two unrelated languages, the Akkadians drew up numerous word lists, early precursors to dictionaries, with Akkadian vocabulary facing its Sumerian equivalent. The earliest surviving example of one of these word lists is the Urra=hubullu, a set of twenty-four vocabulary tablets dating from the second millennium BCE. The words they contain were grouped by subject: words relating to the law, to government administration and to objects – everything from different types of naval and land transport, to domestic, farm and wild animals. Within these categories, items were ordered by the material they were made of: for instance, there were tablets covering the vocabulary for trees, and therefore anything made of wood, such as ships and carts; another listed items made of clay.

This sort of word list, an early version of the topically ordered vocabulary lists in modern phrasebooks, became a standard tool, especially among traders and merchants, who regularly dealt with people from other parts of the world. These lists, however, might be organized by any of a number of different principles. Around Phoenicia, in Ebla (near modern-day Aleppo), for example, word lists have been found that sorted entries by the sound of the first syllable of each word.16

A more general form of organizing and categorization can be seen in the discoveries at Kanish (the modern Kültepe, in central Anatolia), where around twenty thousand cuneiform tablets have been excavated. There, tablets bearing different kinds of information were carefully stored in different places, organized by type or subject. Some still carry small clay labels on which were inscribed descriptions of their contents: ‘messages of A’, ‘tablets of the city’, ‘tablets which are copies of . . .’, ‘tablets of the will of PM’, ‘testimony of PN’, and so on.*17

In other locations, the letters of the alphabet were used as reference marks in construction and carpentry. In Nimrud in the ninth century BCE, ivory pieces that were to be inlaid as decorative motifs in furniture each had a letter of the alphabet on the reverse side, to signal the order in which they were to be fixed, indicating that even workmen knew the alphabet in order. Similarly, six centuries later, letters were incised into the wooden beams of a ship, to guide the carpenters, just as we see on the instruction sheets for modern flat-pack furniture. And at Petra in the first century CE, great blocks of hewn stone also carried letters, again, presumably, to show the order in which they were to be erected in a temple.19 Thus the alphabet was being used as an organizing tool, but it was not yet used as a sorting tool. It indicated a process (beam A was to be erected before beam B), but not that all items beginning with the letter A should go here, while all those beginning with the letter B should go there. At this point in history, it appears that there was no need.

In classical Greece, the writing was literally on the walls, inscribed into stone. After c.650 BCE, laws were sometimes also written down in more portable form: the Prytaneion, the place of the executive, had writing tables where oral decrees were recorded in more permanent form.20 Yet how they were stored afterwards, and if they were sorted, is unknown. We have only a handful of examples from these centuries that might tell us something about how the classical world looked at sorting, and at categorization. The two earliest surviving long lists in Greek literature both appear in Book II of the Iliad, dating from the eighth or seventh century BCE: one is a catalogue of 1,186 Greek ships, and the other a list of those who fought for Troy. Both are (mostly) divided by geographical origin. Four centuries later, a geographical division was also the choice for an official list of Athenian citizens, which was organized by deme, or district.21 In the sixth century BCE (probably – the date is uncertain) The Catalogue of Women, often ascribed to Hesiod, instead used genealogy as its primary sorting system.

By subject, material, geography, genealogy: compilers of the ancient world, it is clear, saw sorting as a complex business, with a range of possibilities to select from as they were faced with ever larger amounts of information. Yet before we look further at the systems they chose, a technological digression is necessary.

Papyrus was commonly used as a writing surface in Egypt in the fourth millennium BCE. The reeds from which it was made were widely available, it was inexpensive, and could be produced with different finishes and in different qualities, and thus it spread around the Mediterranean. Its main drawback was one that only showed itself over time: papyrus begins to deteriorate after a century, and disintegrates completely within two. By contrast, parchment, made from animal skins, has a much longer life. Manufactured initially in the fourth century BCE in Pergamum, from which the word ‘parchment’ ultimately derives, by the second century BCE the skins were in wide use, and increasing over the next couple of centuries in great part for their longevity. For works originally written on papyrus to survive into modern times, they had to have been important or popular enough to have been copied several times in order to reach the period when they could finally be copied onto a more durable writing surface such as parchment.22 It is therefore important to remember that surviving writings from the pre-classical period have with few exceptions been copied and recopied, and thus later hands may well have intervened in the organization and meaning of the texts.

From our vantage point, it appears unremarkable that in the fourth century BCE Aristotle arranged his Constitutions and Politics in some measure of alphabetical order. But now we must consider what those works were written on, how many times they would have been copied, and, possibly, amended, adapted – and reordered. For there is no evidence at all that permits us to know when the order of these texts was established – no evidence that the order and organization that we know today were set down by Aristotle himself, or even if any reordering occurred in the earliest centuries when his work was disseminated. The first mention of the Politics being organized in alphabetical order comes from a text written several centuries later, by an author active in Alexandria, in Egypt – a fact that may not be coincidental. Because it was Ptolemaic Egypt, that dynasty founded in 323 BCE and ending with the death of Cleopatra in 30 BCE, that was the sole place, and time, when alphabetical order was in use in the Mediterranean world in any sustained way before the High Middle Ages.23

In the late fourth or early third century BCE, the scholar and poet Philitas of Cos produced a glossary, of which only tiny fragments have survived. Its title has been translated as Rare Words in No Particular Order, which suggests, first, that the entries were random; but that, as a corollary, the author thought that words do have a set order, which he chose to disregard. However, other possible translations of this title include Miscellaneous Glosses and Disorderly Glosses – that is, it was the words themselves that were ‘disorderly’, the glossary covering dialect words, not that their arrangement was poor.24 Yet the possibly crucial detail that gives weight to one meaning over the others is the knowledge that Philitas lived in Alexandria, where he was tutor to the boy who was to become king of Egypt, Ptolemy II Philadelphus (308/9–246 BCE). Philitas’ glossary may have been disorderly, or miscellaneous, or dialectical; or it may have been called ‘disorderly’ because it was not organized in alphabetical order. For it is possible, even likely, that Philitas may well have known about alphabetical order. One of his later pupils, the grammarian Zenodotus, who around 285 BCE became the first librarian of the Great, or Royal, Library of Alexandria, certainly did.

The Library of Alexandria was founded around 300 BCE, and it thrived under Ptolemy I (c.367–283/2 BCE), the father of Philitas’ pupil Ptolemy II. Ptolemy I was a rabid collector: he not only requested books from foreign rulers, but he also demanded that every traveller arriving in Alexandria by land or sea hand over all their books temporarily, so that copies could be made for his library. Such was his passion that many suspected that it was the copies that were returned, while the originals were kept for the library. Whether the library housed originals or copies, no one knows how many scrolls it ultimately contained, but estimates range up to nearly half a million. (Scrolls, it should be noted, are not compact, and it took many scrolls to encompass the material that would now fill a single printed volume.)

This unprecedented quantity of scrolls in one location created a need for an ordering principle. Scientists today suggest that experts in any one field can routinely remember up to a few hundred items devoted to their own speciality. Once the numbers rise above that, however, memory prompts become necessary. The arrangement of scrolls in the Library of Alexandria is a subject that has been much examined, but perhaps the most important thing to say about it is that we simply don’t know anything for sure. We have some information, and more has been put forward as supposition to fill in the gaps, but ultimately it is all speculation built out of fragments and hints.

Many histories name the poet and scholar Callimachus (c.310–240 BCE), who worked at the library, as the author of a catalogue of its holdings entitled the Pinakes, or Tables, which has been called the world’s first library catalogue.* But there is a lot in that sentence that needs to be examined. Callimachus did not work at the library in the sense that he was employed there; he was a member of the Mouseion, followers of the Muses, an institution that housed notable scholars who by virtue of their eminence had access to the scrolls. And he may, or may not, have been the actual author of the Pinakes: his name might simply have become associated with it because of his renown. It was Zenodotus, pupil of Philitas, who was the actual librarian. He too may, or may not, have had something to do with the Pinakes, or the ordering of the scrolls on the library shelves.25 The Pinakes themselves have not survived; our knowledge of their content, and its arrangement, is based on later reports; and its full title, Tables of Men Illustrious in Every Field of Learning and of Their Writing, hints that the work might not have been a library catalogue at all, but a bibliography. (A library inventory lists what a
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