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On the Original Edition of "Writings Originating from Pictures”

HE Dan
( Department of International Cultures, Zhejiang University , Hangzhou 310027, China)

Abstract: In the eighteenth century, William Warburton, future bishop of Gloucester, introduced the first
evolutionary theory of writing. He argued that all scripts originally developed from narrative drawings.that in
time became more and more simplified and developed into abstract characters. The theory was presented in
Warburton’s book Divine Legation of Moses, published in London in 1738. Warburton based his theory on the
three scripts: "Mexican paintings” ( Aztec codices), Egyptian hieroglyphs, and Chinese characters, which he
viewed as representing three stages in the evolution of writing. According to him, the Mexican paintings
illustrated the first stage. The second stage, exemplified by the Egyptian script hieroglyphs, conveyed more
abstract ideas by analogy or metaphor. And the Chinese "refined hieroglyphs” marked the third stage. Thus,
the oniginal edition of Pictographic Theory "Writing originated from picture” came in to being.

According to the principle of general philology, the theory "Writing originates from pictures” is wrong, It
mixed up the fundamental conception of picture and writing. Picture is an art, and writing is a system of sign.
They belong to different categories, with three differences as follows:

1. The difference in the requirement for their establishment;

2. The difference in their relations with words; and

3. The difference in their function.

If it cannot establish a regular relation with a word in one language, therefore, any picture would never
change into a part of the writing system .

To date, no material evidence of the origin of writing - whether it is the Sumerian system, the Egyptian
system, the Chinese system, or the Dungba system - has ever supported the said theory. The conclusion is thus
reached that the viewpoint "writings all over the world originated from pictures” is wrong.

Key words: general philology; Pictographic Theory; original edition; analyse; test and verify
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