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SIGNS
AND THE PATTERNS
OF POETRY

We live in a world made up of signs. On all sides, words and images
surround us — think of all the advertisements, posters, newspapers,
magazines, textbooks, directories, brochures, timetables, inscriptions,
slogans, graffiti, all the radio and television programmes.

Think of how we shape our experiences every day through language;
think of the talking, all the words that are spoken incessantly in houses,
shops, streets, schools, classrooms.

Think of the various clothes we wear, not just to keep us warm but also
to say something about ourselves. Consider the way we style our hair,
tattoo our skin, wear badges, amulets, crucifixes, jewellery, in the shape
of hearts or animals or sacred objects.

Whenever an object represents something, it acts as a sign.
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From the very beginning, human beings, in contrast to animals, have
built up an elaborate world of signs. Human beings have created
religions, myths, stories, theories, songs, conversations, games,
mathematics, statues, clothes, dances, books, newspapers, television,
fashion, weddings, funerals, and so on. In the prehistoric period the
cave-dwellers used the hard sides of their dark walls to create images
representing their own deepest concerns. If you study these images you
can perhaps interpret something of their world.

B Why did they depict animals?
®  What do the images show about their relationship to animals?

The very best of friends

Quality at work tor Britain

It is difficult for us to understand fully what these animals represented
for the cave people. Certainly they do not serve the same purpose as the
animals we see in today’s advertisements.

What is important from our point of view is that these early ancestors
felt the need to create signs which depicted and expressed their lives.

The need to make signs would seem to be fundamental to us. It marks
us out. It separates us from other animals. Human beings are sign-
makers and live largely in a world of their own signs — and these signs
represent human values, feelings and ideas.
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10 1 SIGNS AND THE PATTERNS OF POETRY

One of the most powerful means of sign-making is language. Language
was spoken long before it was written down. The prehistoric cave-
dwellers left pictures and carvings in their settlements, but no words.
They must have had their own myths, stories, legends, songs, chants
and prayers, but they did not develop any method of recording them,
so they have not been preserved. Our understanding of their lives
depends on the way we interpret the actual signs they left: the carvings
in stone and bone, and the drawings on the cave walls.

A system of recording spoken language first appeared around 3000 BC.
Tiny pictures representing things and activities were inscribed with a
finely pointed stick or stylus on small slabs of clay.
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The first written language was a visual language — rather like modern
street signs — based on small diagrams and built up by putting together
related diagrams. Look at these early pictograms, which mark the
beginning of writing, and some of our modern visual signs.
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12 1 SIGNS AND THE PATTERNS OF POETRY

From this early visual language our modern alphabet, depending on
sounds, vowels and consonants and not on diagrammatic pictures,

slowly developed. Our alphabet derives from the Roman alphabet,
which derives from the Greek alphabet, which derives from the
Phoenician, which derives from the Egyptian picture language.
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