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PREFACE.

Tae distinction between the material and formal parts
of a language is nowhere better illustrated than in the
case of one which is being gradually recovered from its
native records. A dictionary, in the true sense of the
word, is impossible: we can have only a vocabulary
which is being continually enlarged and corrected.
But although the power of speech in producing new
words is unlimited, the number of forms under which
these ‘words find expression is practically closely de-
fined. A comparatively small number of written works
will afford sufficient material for the outlines of a
grammar: more extensive means of comparison serve
merely for correction and greater detail. Until, how-
ever, we know all the actual forms possessed by a
language at the various periods of its literary career,
we cannot be said to have more than a general ac-
quaintance even with its formative part; we can deal
only with its coarser features, and these would be
probably much modified by a more intimate knowledge
of the niceties and finer texture of the grammar. And
while this is of the highest importance for an accurate
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vi PREFACE.

interpretation of the language itself, it is of still higher
importance for the purposes of comparative philology.
Assyrian, it is now recognized, is of the greatest
value for Semitic philology. And the time has come
when it is possible to give a grammar of the language
which may bear some comparison with those of Hebrew
or Ethiopic. Of course our acquaintance with the new
study is constantly growing; but it is growing rather
upon the side of the lexicon than of the grammar. In
spite of the prejudice which naturally existed in the
minds of Semitic scholars against an upstart science
which threatened to dwarf the old objects of study, and
the results of which were at oncé startling and revo-
lutionary, while the decipherers were not always
distinguished by scholarship or caution, the method
of interpretation has at last won its way to general
acknowledgment, so that even Ewald and Renan
venture to use the statements of professed Assyrio-
logues. Indeed, rational scepticism is no longer possible
for any one who will take the trouble seriously to in-
vestigate the subject. The history of the decipherment
need not be told over again. No scholar now questions
the decipherment of the Persian inscriptions ; and when
this had once been accomplished, the translation of the
Assyrian transeripts with their numerous proper names,
and with the aid of the immense stores of comparison
which the discoveries at Nineveh and elsewhere afforded,
could only be a matter of time. The language dis-
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PREFACE. vii

closed was found to be Semitic in grammar and vocabu-
lary, and the sporadic phenomena which at first offended
Semitic scholars have turned out either to be errors on
the part of the decipherers, or to admit of sufficient
explanation. The contents of the inscriptions, again,
have thoroughly verified the method of interpretation.
Not only are they consistent, but the names and facts
are such as are required by historical criticism. The
greatest stumbling-block in the way of the sceptics has
proved to be one of the most striking verifications of
the method. It was urged that the existence of poly-
phones—that is, characters with more than one value—
was sufficient to condemn the whole theory. Poly-
phones, however, actually exist in Japanese for the
same reason that they existed in Assyrian ;' and we
find that the Assyrians, in their use of polyphones,
observed certain general laws, so that the transliteration
of a word (unless it be a native proper name) is very
rarely doubtful. Still these polyphones were felt by
the Assyrians themselves to be the weak point in their
system of writing, and Assur-bani-pal accordingly
caused syllabaries to be drawn up in which the several

1 See Léon de Rosny, “ Archives Paléographiques,” 2me Livraison,
pp- 90-100. This is referred to by Mahaffy, ** Prolegomena to Ancient
History,” p. 207, whose Fourth Essay on the History of Cuneiform
Decipherment is very good, and suited to the popular understanding. The
want of acquaintance with Assyrian on the part of the author, however,
has led fo a few mistakes, most of which I have pointed out in the
Academy, December 15th, 1871, p. 664.
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