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  History provides context for how we live and how we lived. Information and knowledge did not appear by themselves in books, nor did books magically appear well organized in libraries. How these processes came about, how their forms were shaped, what impact books and libraries had on humanity is a story of people interacting with their environments over time.


  Likewise, this book did not happen by itself but developed out of a course I have taught for years at the graduate library school at East Carolina University. Before me, Kevin Cherry taught it and before him, Larry Ault. I am indebted to them for leaving me a legacy to build on when I started teaching the classes. I also owe debts to my students for presenting so many thoughts, essays, and papers that have deepened my knowledge and forced me into new areas. I also owe many thanks and much appreciation to the staff of Joyner Library, particularly the interlibrary loan department, for their patience and great help in securing both print and digital copies of a wide range of materials well beyond the range of the bibliography printed here.


  Most of all, I owe debts to my colleagues throughout the library world, to my wife who bore with me these years, and to the University and Library Science Department for supporting my research and writing. All errors and interpretations are, of course, mine.


  

  ONE

  Early Books: Beginnings to circa 1450


  

  Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta: “Because the messenger, whose mouth was tired, was not able to repeat it, the lord of Kulaba patted some clay and wrote the message as if on a tablet. Formerly, the writing of messages on clay was not established. Now, under that sun and on that day, it was indeed so. The lord of Kulaba inscribed the message like a tablet. It was just like that.”1 Preserved in a text from about 2100 BC, the Sumerian myth illustrates the dawn of written information in ancient Mesopotamia. The process was not “just like that,” a simple matter of inscription, but required centuries of development. Nevertheless, the elements of the story illustrate the reality—oral communication was unable to repeat the message while the inscribed form on clay could.


  Homer, Iliad: Proitos, king of Argos, sends Bellerophon “charged to bear a deadly cipher, magical marks Proitos engraved and hid in folded tablets.”2 During the Trojan War, recorded information had to be encoded. Messages could be readily written on wax tablets, folded to prevent casual tampering, passed quickly across a battlefield, and quickly erased to prevent interception. Security of information flow was already important. Written information was regarded as magical and potentially fatal.


  Alberto Manguel, The Library at Night, 2008: “One book calls to another unexpectedly, creating alliances across different cultures and centuries.”3 Whether one is reading old scriptures or love notes, the writing of yester-year still calls to us today. Books preserved these thoughts and libraries preserved these books.


  Robert Pinsky, “Book,” 2007:


  
    The sound bk: lips then palate, outward plosive to interior stop.


    Bk, bch: the beech tree, pale wood incised with Germanic runes.


    Enchanted wood. Glyphs and characters between boards.


    The reader’s dread of finishing a book, that loss of a world.4

  


  The past world of books lives on to influence modern poetry and the present in the texture of the words we use to describe our media.


  ORIGINS OF INFORMATION MEDIA AND MATERIALS


  Prior to the twentieth century, information outside the brain was usually stored as symbols or signs on surfaces of stone, animal skin, and cellulose. Probably every type of surface has been used to write on at one time or another. We assume that many prehistoric marks and images made before writing or without writing still had informational or symbolic value, although we may not know what that meaning is. Like an Australian aborigine message stick, these signs and symbols were the first external memory devices.


  The surface of a written object is not just important in a two-dimensional sense, a surface we read normally by sight. Surface can also be important in a three-dimensional sense as in braille. Stone surfaces on which letters and hieroglyphs have been chiseled or clay surfaces with impressed characters or cuneiform writings perhaps can be “read” by touch. Surface as used here implies the material on which writing is recorded and so is important to us. The material used for writing helps determine how that writing can flow or record, how easily it may be carried elsewhere, whether it lasts for a few seconds like a map on sand washed away by new waves or is preserved for millennium like cuneiform on baked clay or digital messages transmitted by satellites into space. The Canadian historian Harold Adams Innis (died 1952) referred to “time-biased” (stone, clay) and “space-biased” (papyrus, paper) materials, yet today’s digital communications incorporate messages that last (time-biased) and are easily portable (space-biased). Today, what is the surface on a computer screen on which we read? It mimics the ink on a page but is electronic. Is it font that you are reading now or just pixels? Surface was tangible for thousands of years, yet today or tomorrow printed works may disappear or be banished. Do we trust the permanency and security of digital when electronic messaging can be intercepted and used to track down its perpetrators, as in the Arab Spring? Will revolutionaries have to resort to ancient paper and wax communications?


  Cave paintings were an early form of recorded or symbolic information and probably had ritual and possibly religious meaning. The best known of these paintings are in the cave of Lascaux in southern France. Petroglyphs are another form of rock pictures, images scratched or chipped on rock surfaces, visible across the world. Rock carvings and stele (stone columns with inscriptions) were meant for a more public audience, that is, for someone beyond the painter or chiseler or for the gods and spirits who surrounded them. That does not make the cave paintings and petroglyphs writing, but it must be admitted that they carried meaning. Among the many stone inscriptions scattered around the world, two have particular historical significance as writing:


  The Behistun Inscription was carved on the side of a cliff in Persia (Iran) about 2,500 years ago in a cuneiform text. Its decipherment helped open to scholars the study of the written works of ancient Mesopotamia. Although the Behistun rock face was long known, it was not until 1835 that the British adventurer Sir Henry Rawlinson scaled it and copied the inscriptions. Rawlinson translated the old Persian section of the inscription, which later led to the decipherment of the Assyrian text and opened the Fertile Crescent to equally fertile archaeological study.


  The Rosetta Stone was erected in 196 BC and then was translated almost 2,000 years later during Napoleon’s attempt to conquer Egypt. Its trilingual texts enabled European scholars (with a lot of ingenuity and patience) to read hieroglyphics and to better understand Egyptian history and culture. The decipherment and publication of ancient texts had a profound influence on modern culture in extending the effective time line of written knowledge into obscure and sometimes forgotten pasts. An example is that of the Hittites. Other than a couple of brief mentions in the Hebrew Bible, the Hittites were lost to history. Then their cities, writing, and libraries were discovered and an ancient people restored, almost, to life.


  Early writing probably developed around 3200 BC from personal seals or tokens used in trade and taxes. The most important early writing material was clay, used in Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq). To greatly oversimplify, sometime after 4000 BC, tokens representing various goods began to be wrapped inside clay envelopes to protect them from being altered with the number of tokens indicated on the envelopes. This notation developed into writing as people realized they no longer needed the tokens, just the symbols. When the clay tables were dried in the sun or baked, as when a building burned, they became hard like brick and survived the centuries. Even unbaked clay tablets can still sometimes be read. European scholars began unearthing and deciphering these clay markers in the nineteenth century. Whole libraries have been recovered, even to the point where the library classification and storage scheme can be understood. Civilizations unknown (Sumer, Elam) and almost unknown (Babylon, Assyria, Minoan) are now so well studied that scholars can point out spelling mistakes made by ancient scribes and students.


  Ancient clay tablets are just that, small pillow-shaped pieces of clay (about the size and shape of a half-deck of playing cards) with written symbols pressed into the surface with a stylus when the clay is still soft (i.e., moist). They were designed to fit nicely into one hand while the scribe wrote with the other. Later, the tablets came in more sizes, depending on the use. The tablets were dried in the sun and sometimes baked, forming a permanent record. Unbaked ones could be carefully remoistened and reused. If an outer clay jacket, with the same message, was applied and then lightly baked, the result was a forgery-proof record good for messages—“hid in folded tables” as Homer said, an early form of redundancy in communications, duplication for security and accuracy. Clay jackets and texts also often included the owner’s personal seal. In fact, as just mentioned, writing probably developed out of the use of seals first to mark property, then to mark and record business and tax transactions. Cuneiform developed over time from being basically pictograms to written sound-words.


  Clay tablets were the principal writing material used throughout Mesopotamia for several thousand years. Increasingly, people such as bureaucrats, priests, and merchants came to depend on these written documents rather than oral testimony. No one is arguing against the fundamental and continued importance of oral language. As Walter Ong once declared, “The basic orality of language is permanent.”5 Today, oral words are enjoying a resurgence across continents and over time with various audio technologies. But in the ancient world those who could record, store, and read documents held an advantage over those who could not. Writing was a technology of power over which elites maintained control.


  The other significant early Middle Eastern writing material was the papyrus reed. It grew widely along the banks of the Nile in ancient Egypt and later in similar hot climates like Palestine, but rarely farther north. The stems were peeled, the inner pith sliced into thin strips, and the strips layered across each other at right angles and pressed to form sheets of paperlike material called papyrus. Sheets of different qualities and sizes could be made. Egyptians commonly made their pens out of reeds and dipped them into an ink of charcoal mixed with water. Papyrus was the principal writing material used in Egypt and spread throughout the Mediterranean area in Hellenistic times. Papyrus came in some nine different types and qualities. One of the oldest surviving examples—maybe the oldest “book” existing—is the Prisse Papyrus held at the National Library in Paris. The word rubric, beloved of college educators everywhere, comes from the Egyptian custom of using red ink to begin their scrolls.


  Another favorite writing material was animal skin. Leather, parchment, and vellum are different forms of animal skin. Leather is skin that has been tanned; parchment is scraped leather, while vellum is a finer grade of parchment. Parchment was used until a few decades ago for diplomas. Otherwise, outside an archive or rare book library, few of us have ever seen parchment, yet its social or cultural prestige remains such that often paper is given a parchment-like sheen for use in important documents. This is an example of an old and largely disused technology having a continuing social impact on subsequent technologies. Language too often retains these snippets of code; for example, we say dialing for telephone numbers when we actually punch, touch, or dictate into instruments that have no “dials” or moving parts.


  Paper is a thin sheet of cellulose (plant) fibers, physically interlocked to each other. Paper made with vegetable fiber was invented in China (officially noted about 104 AD, but really much earlier), and the art of paper making soon spread to Tibet and Vietnam (third century) and then to Korea (fourth century) and Japan (sixth century). Toilet paper was in use by the sixth century. The Chinese had earlier used bamboo and wood for writing, which are clumsy when used for long texts, and silk, which was light and flexible but expensive. Bamboo and silk are more perishable than clay or papyrus, so it was quite natural for the Chinese to seek out and develop an alternate writing material, paper. The Chinese use of paper expanded over the centuries and even in the sixteenth century may well have been less expensive than the European version.


  Muslims learned how to make paper supposedly by capturing some Chinese or Tibetan paper artisans in 751 AD. They began making paper with rags, and rags remained the major component of paper until the nineteenth century. Samarkand in central Asia, under Islamic control, soon became a center for paper production. Paper making learned by the Muslims in the eighth century quickly spread throughout the Islamic world and largely replaced both papyrus and parchment. A paper mill was established in Baghdad during the reign of the famous caliph Harun al-Rashid (died 809, of the 1001 Nights) while Charlemagne was trying to learn to write, which tells us something of the comparable levels of civilization.


  The art of manufacturing paper gradually spread westward, reaching Europe via the Arabs about 400 years later. Italians began paper manufacture around 1276, France in 1348, Germany in 1390, and England only a century later. Paper was not generally made from wood in these centuries but out of any of various other, easy-to-pulp plant fibers mixed with discarded rags. Paper manufacturing was easier, cheaper, smoother, and more elastic in supply than parchment, clay, or papyrus. Arabs generally made paper by hand while Italians industrialized the process. Italian papermaking dominated Europe and the Mediterranean and slowly replaced parchment over a number of centuries. The cheaper material sufficed for lesser documents and books but hardly for important manuscripts like church Bibles and government records, which often continued to use parchment. Ironically, Italian paper began to be imported back into Islam in the thirteenth century and within another couple centuries largely replaced Arab paper production. There is even an example of a Qur’an printed in Europe with a cross in the watermark. In the early fourteenth century, parchment was still the medium of choice in remote outlets like England, far from paper mills.


  Many other materials have also been used for recording information. For example, an edition of Don Quixote was printed on thin sheets of cork. Palm leaf books were used in India and Southeast Asia. Tree bark, too, has been used for making books, as in Mesoamerica and book covers everywhere. Parchment or its derivative vellum was never used in India because Hindus did not believe in slaughtering animals, especially cows, for food or leather. Thus, in Hindu culture, we see again that culture might be more important than technology per se, that the religious prohibition against slaughtering animals mitigates against using their hides as writing tools, and that a reliance on the history of technology without knowing the cultural environment is foolhardy. The historian Wendy Doniger adds,


  
    The elite tendencies of written traditions (of the Hindus) were exacerbated by the climate. The wet heat and the white ants destroyed any written text within a century or two, particularly since vellum was ruled out by the taboo against using animal substances and palm leaf was far more fragile than vellum. So these written texts by definition belonged to the privileged classes; the written texts that survived had to be copied over and over again by a scribe patronized by someone with money to spare, and the scribe himself was invariably a male of high state.6

  


  Nineteenth-century English women traveling to India described much the same conditions, with white ants finishing off whatever rust and mildew did not destroy. What was true for Hindu India was also true for much of southern and southeastern Asia, but not for Buddhist areas (China, Tibet, and Vietnam).


  WRITING AND ITS EFFECTS


  Writing of some sort was necessary to leave detailed and transmittable recordings of knowledge or information across time and space, especially of mundane, nonpoetic business and government records. Poetry, with its rhythms and rhymes, lends itself to memorization and oral recitation; business records of sheep and barley do not. That is, if you wanted to save a record of some information beyond the lifetime of the speaker, especially where precision and dull exactitude are wanted, as in a business transaction or a government tax roll, without relying on a personal and self-interested memory, you needed writing. Also, if you wanted to send information or a command across long distances and be sure the exact wording was retained and could be referred to again and again as needed, to be certain that the same instructions were relayed to village after village and to distant merchants and officials, then you needed writing. Writing, as John DeFrancis said, is visible speech.


  Writing, as mentioned, developed first in Mesopotamia around 5,000–6,000 years ago, although the origins are obscure. Early Sumerians invented cuneiform symbols to represent words. Sumer lay in southern Mesopotamia and consisted of bickering city states eventually unwillingly united under an outsider, Sargon of Akkad. Sumerian–Akkadian civilization is one of the earliest known and maybe the first to develop real writing, and it certainly had a great impact on subsequent Mesopotamian peoples. The historian Samuel Noah Kramer famously claimed that history began with Sumer.


  Cuneiform writing, from the Latin cunei meaning “wedges,” started with 1,500 pictograms representing words as in a rebus, but the Mesopotamians reduced and systematized them to the point that by 2400 BC or so scribes had only 600 to 800 symbols to memorize and write with. Cuneiform was well suited to soft clay, which could be hardened once the writing was done, thus preserving a record for a long time—thousands of years. Such records were not easily changed. While wedge-shaped cuneiform characters can be drawn on papyrus or other linear fiber surfaces like paper, it is difficult. This shows how symbols related well to the surface they were written on, much like spiky runes to hard stone. Cuneiform continued to be used at least to a limited extent as late as the reign of Nero.


  Cuneiform characters done in stone, such as Hammurabi’s code (circa 1795 BC), now in the Louvre in Paris, retain a three-dimensional quality; they were initially carved with considerable labor. While rock was possible for memorial or ceremonial use, clay was better for everyday recordings. The use of cuneiform spread beyond Mesopotamia to Persia, Syria, and Anatolia, but not to Egypt where suitable clay was not easily found and which lay outside the Mesopotamian cultural sphere. Later Egyptians, however, did write their diplomatic correspondence in Akkadian cuneiform.


  Such was the prestige of Sumerian writing that the system endured after their fall, with Akkadians, Babylonians, Assyrians, and Persians all using cuneiform for thousands of years of record keeping and writing. The complexity of the writing system, however, meant it was deciphered as much as read. It is also important to note that Sumerian writing arose from the need to preserve economic records, not literature. The writing of literature developed only after cuneiform was long used to record trade, debt, and tax information. Just as individual villages and tribes became larger political and social units, so too did political units, such as cities and empires, need a flexible form of long-term and long-distance communication. Writing enabled large-scale countries to communicate with recorded information. Writing also enabled social elites to preserve and pass along with some exactitude their religious knowledge, literature, and medical texts.


  Hieroglyphics, the primary writing system used in ancient Egypt, also began more than 5,000 years ago as a series of pictographs or stylized pictures. These pictures gradually developed into word (ideograph) and phonetic equivalents. One of the best-known works written in hieroglyphics is “The Egyptian Book of the Dead,” which appeared in papyrus scrolls as well as wall paintings. Rather than writing on clay, Egyptians mainly used papyrus. Royal and government proclamations might be carved in stone as well, just as cuneiform could be used for stone or clay. Writing systems therefore should be considered as influenced by but independent of the material or surface they use. In similar fashion, today we use Roman letters and Chinese characters on paper and computer screen.


  Some scholars think Egyptian hieroglyphs developed out of cuneiform, but most dispute this. It does appear that cuneiform appeared first in Mesopotamia and maybe the idea of writing, without any clear notion of how or on what to write, was transmitted to Egypt where the Egyptians quickly developed their own style of writing. The Egyptians do not seem to have gone through a long period of pseudowriting, as Sumerians did with their seals. Something similar may or may not have occurred in distant China.


  The last hieroglyphs that we know of were written in AD 394, more than three millennia after their first development. The Egyptians also devised simpler writing systems than hieroglyphs for daily use, first hieratic and later demotic, and they came close to inventing but did not explicitly use an alphabet. Priestly hieratic script was actually more widely practiced than the famous hieroglyphics.


  A thousand or so years after the initial development of Egyptian hieroglyphics, the Minoans of Crete in the Mediterranean Sea used syllabaries, with each symbol representing a syllable, of some eighty-five symbols, much as the Japanese do today. Compare this with the maybe 700 symbols of Egyptian hieroglyphics and the 2,000 basic characters of Chinese (sophisticated Chinese today is thought to have some 50,000 characters). The earlier form of Cretan writing, which belonged to pre-Greek classic Minoan civilization, is known as Linear A.


  We still cannot decipher Cretan Linear A, but a successor Greek-language script, Linear B, used on both Crete and mainland Greece during Mycenaean times, has been translated. The Mycenaeans were the “Greeks” who fought the Trojan War. Their Linear B texts that have survived were mainly inventories of goods, but occasionally names of gods and persons appear. The surviving texts are mainly clay tablets that were accidentally hardened when their palaces were burned during what appear to be sudden invasions or destruction. Allied with later legends and archaeology, much can be teased out about Mycenaean life. Again, we see the importance of trade in the establishment and use of writing. As far as we know, Linear B was not used for literary or religious texts, as cuneiform and hieroglyphics came to be. After the fall of Mycenaean civilization, Greece lost the use of writing altogether for several hundred years. The subsequent Greek period before the reintroduction of writing is called the Dark Ages because of this lack of writing.


  Yet the loss of Linear writing also meant that when the Greeks adopted and adapted the alphabet from the Phoenicians in the eighth century BC, there was nothing in place to impede its adoption, unlike Sumerian, Akkadian, Assyrian, Babylonian, and Hittite cuneiform, which slowed the spread of the alphabet in Mesopotamia–Syria or hieroglyphs in Egypt—or, for that matter, characters in China and Japan that continue today to resist alphabetic writing. The Greek memory had been wiped clean and the Greek mind primed for an entirely new episode in human history.


  The Cretan Phaistos Disk, which was stamped (not incised or carved) around 1700 BC and only discovered early in the twentieth century, contains 241 still unknown signs on both the front and back and represents a major enigma to archeologists and linguists. Some believe these symbols are a form of writing. In like manner, controversy rages over the symbols preserved from the ancient Indus civilization of South Asia (India and Pakistan): Are they signs


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    

    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  
    

    
  


  [image: Figure 1.1. Cesare Ripa, Iconologia, 1593. First printed with illustrations in 1603). Image reproduced with the permission of Rare Books and Manuscripts, Special Collections Library, Pennsylvania State University Libraries.]
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