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INTRODUCTION

Aim of the paperThe present master thesigns atelaboratingon the semiotic aspects of the

Early Moder n noti on of 6natur al hieroglyp

pictographic f akee Ifyoisnsgi |Isst,o nkenso wnf aDsr .0 tBher i n
Research hypothesi$he main hypothesis of the study is that Beringer infers from an

implicit semiotic premise that these pictographic stones represent divine ideas in concrete

form and thatthis implicit semioticpremis i s | argely consistent w
Omateri al hi eroglyphsd as contemporaneous t
history presented tThe o6 nat ur al hi eroglyphd harbors

natural rulegoverned vs. fortuitous, meaningful vs. triflinghat posesa dilemma of
interpretationl argue that the Beringer affair allows us to delingatee p r o fnatlrad o f
hi er o@é$ g pliktidoct semiotic construct that straddled the boundaries betiveen
linguistic, the aesthetic, and the scientific theories of the early eighteenth century, and,
therefore, opens up another perspective on the history of Early Modern sign conceptions.
Materials The main empirical material is constituted the infamousWirzburger
Ligensteinecase of 1726, known in the history of science as the fraudulent stones of Dr.
Johann Beringer. In constructing my argument, | drew upon written as well as visual sources.
The main written sources comprise: (1) the text of thithographiee Wircburgensis
including theForeword of the medicine candidate Georg Ludwig Hueber; (2) the records of

the court trial that followed the scandal; (3) contemporaneous treatises of cultural and
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religious history thaturealadboarat &maitpeorni atlh eh i
Gi ambat t iTeetNaw Séienceandds Wi | | i a nThaNavindLegation of Kiases
Demonstrated

The visual sources comprise: (1) the plates and frontispiece okLithegraphise
Wirceburgensis together with pbtographs of the extarittigensteing (2) plates featuring
figured stones from Early Modern tracts of mineralogy and natural history (ci 1B5D); (3)
pl ates featuring examples of visual writing
from egyptdogical, sinological, and archaeological tracts of the same given time frame.

Overview of literature.The first scholarly commentary on the Beringer affair is
provided by Melvin Jahnoés and Chithogeghiean W
Wirceburgensis ( Ber i nger 1963 [ Rréfadéand the elensivie erddaeh n 6 s
apparatus that accompanies the translation contain detailed information about the state of
mineralogical and paleontological sciences at the time Beringer was writing, implidthat@an
times, explicitly arguing for better situating the case within its historical context. This
endeavor to place Beringerdés case against |
discourses is of course necessary but insufficient, foklatin Rudwick pointed out in his
survey of the history of paleontology, the
to any of the theories then in existence (Rudwick 197698pJon M. Mallatt (1982) penned
the first study specifically devoted o t he probl em of Beringero
Liugensteingewhich he ascribed to a (supposedly) strange reminiscence of a sixteanthy
Neo-Platonist worldview Other writers who have taken up the Beringer affair discussed it at
an anecdoticdvel, either as &istoriographiccuriosity (Krtiger 1999), or as the earliest and
most famous precedent of modatay paleontological frauds (Poty 200Gould 2003).
Recent overviews of the farcebs history (N
explain-away the implausibility of the docto 6assessmentf the stonedy suggesting that
Beringer might have been himself the mamongdoer thereby bracketing the problemsspd
by the interpretatiorper se Reasons for doubting this hypothesis are uwdised below, in
section 1.2. Alix Cooper (2007) approached the Beringer affair solely from the vantage point

of regional history, focusing ohithographise Wircburgensi® patri oti ¢c r heto
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analyzed in the context of eighteemntury natural hst or i anso new in
i nvestigation of | ocal natur e. Petra Hubman
and systematicetracingppf Ber i nger dés intellectual bi ogr a
with the problem of his interprdtan of the stones.

Research questionAs has been partly suggested by this overview of literature and as
i's shown in more detail in section 1.1., Be
to credulity, nor to superstition, nor to lackf information, nor to an inaptitude for direct
empirical observation. Certain paragraphs inltlleographise Wircburgensissuggest that he
might have, in fact, envisaged an original theory to account for the seemingly wondrous
petrifactions, being prompdle by t he belief that hnieve coudse s ¢ 0 v
of argumentation in thorny questions which have not been completely resolvédB e r i n g
1963 [1726]: 22). It is this view of the Beringer affair which seems to have escaped previous
commenat or s, although to overlook it would be
implications.

Bearing the aforenentioned aspects in mind, this research seeks to address the
following questions:

1)) What was that Onew c ouyqestiomsfwhich hayainote nt a
been completely resolvedd that his stones s

2). How would such a new course of argumentation look, iikeorder to provide an
explanation for the coexistence of so different realmanimals, isects, plants, testial
bodies,and writingi within the same medium? What copild the terms of eighteenitentury
worldview, bind together natural productsctures and language?

3). Where would his theory (reading) of the stones fit in the wider context of Early
Modern episteme or general cultural male

4). Does it have any analogues, contemporary or older, and, if so, how is it different
from them?

Method. Given the specificity of the research questions and the particularity of the
topic require an intensive alysis of the event under attention in close relationitdo

contextual factors, a case study approach of the qualitative sort was adopted. The case study
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research design i s, admi ttedl vy, the most s
type of esearch questions (Yin 2008wanborn 2010: 1Id7). It is also the recommended
approach for those instances where the boundaries between the event under analysis and its
context are not sufficiently cleaxin 2009. Another feature of the case study apto that
seemed particularlgdvantageous here is its predilection for the use of multiple data sources
and techniques of analysis (Johansson 2003: 8, Swanborn 2010: 2,5 sinyl

In devising the framework for analysis, | followed the methodologiateria
expounded by Rolf Johansson (2003), John Gerring (2004), Peter Swanborn (2010), and
Robert Yin (2009, 2012)According to the taxonomy devised by Yin (20088 &ndpassim
2012: 8990) and subsequently developed by other writers (JohanssonZ4@)IEwanborn
2010: 77 andpassin), this is a case study of the explanatory type. It seeks to build an
explanation for the pecul i ar Lddeasteinedntdeinrg o f
so, it proceeds by way of abduction. Admittedly, abduct®imhe most suitable reasoning
strategy for developing an explanation to address a problematic or in other way surprising set
of facts (Johansson 2003: 9, Locke 2012, Reichertz2014: 126127)} It means selecting
or constructing a hypothesis that aaetsufor a particular case better than any other candidate
hypotheses (Burks 1946: 305, Niiniluoto 1999: 42 Thornberg and Charmaz 2014:
153).

According to its main proponent, Charles Sanders Peirce, the abductive mode of
reasoning runs as follows:

érhe surprising fact, C, is observed; but if A were true, then C would be a matter of
cour se. Hence, there isChbd8son to suspect t

In the present case, this pattern of reasoning would translate as:

The surprising fact, that early ghiteenth century physician and natural historian
Johann Beringer interpreted pictograpluoking fake fossils as natural productions, is
observed. But if it were true that the idea of natural hieroglyphs had (some) currency in the

'!See Charles Sanders Peirce: o6[Abduction] wosldbehere
explained by the supposition that it was a case of
(CP2.624)



early eighteenth centuryhen the reading of pictograpHmoking figured stones as plausible
products of nature would be a matter of course. Hence, there is reason to suspect that the idea
of natural hieroglyphs did indeed have (some) currency in the early eighteenth century.

Given that this type of reasoning relies upon the confrontation between the
specifications of the observed set of data (C) and those of the hypothetical explanatory concept
(A), in the absence of direct factual evidence (a putative B), the main techoigaeslysis
employed are interpretive analysis grattern matching. The empirically observed pattern of
Beringerdéds interpretation was compared with
hi eroglyphd sign c¢onc e pgsof@&ambatigsts Vicotand Milipne a r s
Warburton (se.4., 3.1. and 3.2.0On occasion, | used vocabulary analysis and analysis of
visual practiced.The first was employed in the section devoted to the Renaissance and Early
Modern artistgdoamsd mnmatsemoalr skei nho fi gur ed st
to the occurrence of the idea of Onatur al
(see 1.2. and 2.4.). The latter comprises an iconographical analysisthofraphise
Wirceburgensigs frontispiece and a formal comparison between the appearance of the
Liugensteinand that of the contemporaneously available examples of visual writing.{sge

Abduction means the inference of the case from the applied rule and the empirically
observedresult. Applied to case study methodology, this procedure leads to a type of
generalization which Rolf Johanssoil0).tTeis me d
describes a situation where a case (here, the semiotic purport of the Beringerisaffair)
synthesized from facts in the case (the pa
(the contemporaneous semiotic idea of &édmat ¢
(re)construction of the case, i.e., a potentially more reveatimgerpretation of the Beringer
affair. The generalization proceeds from facts and a theory to a more comprehensively
developed case (Johansson 2003: 10). The order of chapters follows this sequence of

reasoning.

2 take o6visual practicesdé in the semaki t@dnaddbgi

i nt er @ctidties, imtgetroadest sense.



A potentially problematic aspeof the inference by way of abduction is its ambiguity
of focus. This can occur because, Beichertzo b s er ved, 0[a]l]bduction
known quantity (= resul t) Reichertz20bl: 187). RKhugivns (
happens that the explainingf causes (elucidating the case) and the devising of theory
(elucidating the rule) are mutually dependent and are worked out concomitantly in the process
of analysis. Because of this, it can be said that an analysis that follows the abductive pattern is
intrinsically bifocal. This is, however, an inevitable, if not always comfortable, feature not just
of the abductive mode of reasoning, but of the case study approach in general. Given that case
studies seek to understand both what is particular about ém¢ ender scrutiny and what is
gener al about It it follows that o6éa certa
research; my note] imherenti n t he enterprise of case stud
orig.).

Methodological concern€kven though this difficulty cannot be entirely eschewed, |
choose, for the sake of convenience and in accordance with the distinction outlined by
Swanborn (2010: 1), to differentiate between the case as such and the more general
phenomenon that manifestsatf in the context of the case. The research aims to illuminate a
single case (the peculiarity of Beringeros
relevance. Thus, thease under scrutiny and around which the analysis revolves is the
Beringer affair, while thgophenomenowf interestit he t hesi s6 semioti c a
as its theoretical corei s t he oOmaterial é or Onatur al hi e
this sense that my study is pertinent to the history of semd#asi It underscores an event of
interpretation which, given its readiness to admit the possibility of divitheigrmined,
meaningladen sign action in nature, is suggestive of an implicit semiotic consciousness.

It could be argued that the farcical asp®f the Beringer affair renders it an
exceptional character and may consequently hinder the potential for generalization of this
paperd6s conclusi ons. To this p o @arces Ihaleean o b | ¢
impelling aspect to them, in that theoften play on and consequently bring qut
presuppositions that would otherwise remain understated or unarticldtiathtely, a farce

is nothing other than a carefully arranged mesescéne where, due to a mischievously
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induced impression of coheranahe pieces of an initially hazy conjecture begin to fall more
rapidly into placeln order for a farce to be successful, it has to givélasory confirmation

to a previously unsupported guess at the very least, it has to comport with a mental
predisposition of some sortA s Beringerds testimonies I n
proceedings of the trial that followed the scandal serve to show, the predisposition to believe
in the plausibility of naturalhformed pictographitooking figured stonewas not restricted to

an individual level, but had a wider social ambit.

In the attempt to address this issue of the problematic relation between the whole (the
general cultural outlook) and the part (the individual event of interpretation), | propose t
regard the Beringer affair as an Oexceptio
Modern sign conceptions and to frame this ¢
discuss this proposal in conjunction with similar attempts to aseripéace for marginal
semiotic practices, namely J¢rgen Trabant o
Umberto Ecobds O6encyclopedic hypot hesis for
research instruments, let alone a rigorous methodologg, hav e en devel oped f «
6encyclopedic hypothesisd or Trabantdés obéant
hi storiographic proposal s. In its turn, my
proposal for historiographic freing, based on the particularity of the case as a marginal
semiotic practice and on what | perceived as the compatibility between the two
aforementioned proposals and microhistoryods

Thesis structureThe thesis consists of three phkers The first two chaptersexamine
the historical background onto which Berir
carried outThe third chapter contains a detailed analysis of the interpretation itself.

The first chapter presents the histarfythe farce and circumscribes the themata of
inquiry. Section 1.2introduces the problems of figured stones in the Renaissance and Early
Modern geology and paleontology. It discusses specific aspects of terminology that relativised
the borders betweentaand nature and subsequently allowed for the products of one to be
interpreted in the terms of the other, thus entertaining speculation on the problem of agency

and meaning.
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The second chapter provides a more general overview of some BatlyeModern
views on the issues of sign creation and sign action in natwred br i ef |l y di scu
hi eroglyphsd i n c¢ont raticalspictorralcsignsiosignatures ahdh e o
stigmatai , showing that they yield different semiotic statu3dse discussion theiollows the
avatars of the term O0hieroglyphd from the
century, when its referential area was extended to encompass concrete objects and beings, as
well as norartificial marks of matter A special emphasis is put on the early eighteenth
century definition of the Omateri al hier oc
Warburton, in both its semantic and pragmatic dimensions. Arguments are put forth in order to
prove that, roughly atond t he ti me Beringer made his 6d
| anguage of objects and beings (6real 6 hier
a matter of concern on a relatively wider scale. A brief subsection therefore points to the
structural similarities betweebh he O mat er i al hieroglyphdo anc
template in the works of Robinet, Buffon, and Goethe.

The final chapter contains a detailed an
Drawing upon direct d@stimonies, as well as upon indirect proofss(use of visual
comparisonsthe recurrence of Egyptian topmi his discourse, efg.the analysis concludes
that Beringer interpreted the stones as divinely determinedpselet ur ed Ohi er o
n at urheestudyarguet hat Beri ngerd6s reading of the 0
principal causef his inability to decide whether they were of natural or artificial origin.

The last section explains why this study should be framed as semiothisiory.

The reasons for my approach of a semiotic microhistory is discussed in relation to earlier
attempts to assign a platethe study of marginal semiotic practices within the wider scope of
semiotic historiography. Finally, | suggest to considerthBer i nger af fair as
onormal 06 case in the history of semiotic p

it nevertheless affords a glimpse into the deeper layers of its cultural context.
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1. THE OBERI NGEROARMND TAKEINAUIRY

1.1.The Farce

The story ofLigéhsteinesBreofithe gagiesbracorded cases of fossil fraud and
arguably the most famous scientific hoax of its time. It had a considerable echo in its day and
quickly became something of a regulanecdote in the majority of the accounts on the
devel opment of paleontology. Beringerds nan
most blatant oddities that punctuate the rocky road of the scientific revolution. Rather far from
the image of sperstitious dupe his reputation after the hoax had won him, however, records
suggest the portrait of a man well versed in the sciences of his time and an industrious scholar,
per haps, as historian Heinrich Kii enleapedr( mai
Beringer 1963: 126). Having been trained as a doctor, Johann Bartholom&usB&dager

(1667 1738/40) was court physician and advisor to the PiBishop, Professor of Medicine

at the University of Wiirzburg and chief physician of the Juliuspital®> He was also a
virtuoso (a learned dilettante), showing a keen interest in matters of natural history and
engaging in correspondence with scholars and collectors across Europe. His intellectual
pursuits brought hi m troy ctthiwo sgdonyndoys cavér teink i t h

for what would now be mineralogy and paleontole@nd, like manyirtuosi of his time, he

set up a private <cabinet of natur al rariti
specimens.
*For a thorough intellectual bi ography of Dr. Johan

formation and scholarly activity, together with an overview of the hoax and its aftermath can be found in Melvin
Jahndés and Christian Wol f dithographiee &VirdelrngensidBas §L726]siIFand di t i o
125'127.
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According to Beringe 6s own wor ds, the coll ection
quarries provided only the already usual ammonites and petrified shells. That was about to
change in the spring of 1725. On May 31st 1725, three local boys reported to him the finding
of three $ones bearing the most bizarre appearance on the nearby Mount Eivelstadt: one bore
the image of a radiant sun, the other two featured strange creatures in the likeness of worms.
Apparently skeptical at firs(Beringer 1963[1726] 139, Beringer grew moreand more
enthusiastic as the repeated expeditions on the mountain seemed to reveal a genuine
oundergroundd thesaurus, replete witRigthe
11411ly) . The wunearthing, car r i @eringerfl963 [@72& n o
21), yielded a variety of compact and wetlapen stones, roughly the size of a palm, with
figures in bold relief featuring not just
with wings either spread or folded, butterdligoearls and small coins, beetles in flight and at
rest, bees and wasps (some clinging to flowers, others in their nests), hornets, flies, tortoises
from sea and stream, fishes of all sorts, worms, snakes, leeches from the sea and the swamp,
lice, oysters mar i ne crabs6, frogs, |l i zards, scorp
|l ocusts 6éand countl ess rare and exotic figu
as Ol eaves, flowers, pl ant s, amdowboladheétk
even stars, t he moon, an anthropomorphic s
commanding the reverent admiration of myself and of my fellow examiners, were magnificent
tablets engraved in Latin, Arabic, and Hebrew characs wi t h t he i nef f abl
(Beringer 1963 [1726]21)# In fact, so extraordinary was the nature of these stones, that
Beringer quickly and enthusiastically set up to write a treatise on them, urged by the desire to

bring them to the attentioof the international scientific community. The monograph that he

“I't appears that a total of 2000 shichh494 @e ehtantvtedapph e e n  p
selection of 92 specimemgasp u b | i shed wi t hi iHusttatedplatds Alkthe plétes, apveelas the a s
allegory set as frontispiece, were engraved in coppeddimnn Georg Puschnek. total of 434 stonesare

currently found in museusnand private collections in Wipurg, Bamberg, Erlangen, Munich, Schleusingen,
Waldenburg, Marbach am Neckar, Stuttgart, Kéln, Jena, Graz, Oxford, and Haarlem. All the stones were crafted
out of shell lime. See Niebuhr 20063i1.7.
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hoped would bring glory to himself and his native Franconia appeared in 1726, under the title
Litographize Wircburgensis, ducentis lapidum figuratorum, a potiori insectiformium,
prodigiosis imaginibus exornataeeWhat Beringer did not know, or at any rate, obstinately
ruled out as a possibilitfBeringer 19631726]: 82, 95100, 10%106), was that his stones
were a sham. Soon after the tract wasshadpubl i
been in fact handcrafted and planted for Beringer to find, as part of a farce intended to
discredit the gullible doctor. The perpetrators were two fellow academics, Johann Ignatz
Roderick, Professor of Geography, Algebra, and Analysis at the UityvefdVirzburg and
Georg von Eckhart, Privy Councillor and Librarian to the University, both of whom, knowing
Beringerdos penchant for figured stones, S 0|
[the PrinceBishop] because he was so arrogant arslplé s e d tagudBeringed 1D68  (
[1726] 137). A third party seems to have been a local nobleman, the Baron von Hof, although
his implication in the conspiracy remains somewhat unclear. The three young diggers,
Christian Zanger, who had been bribedotoy the stones, and Niklaus and Valentin Hehn,
who were apparently innocent of the fraud, conclude the ligrarhatis personagBeringer
1963 [1726]: 12b141).

It is not altogether clear how Beringer came to acknowledge the fraudulent nature of
hi ssédathesad. Legend has it that one day he f
one of the stones; another possibility, suggested by Melvin E. Jahn (Beringef17263
130), is that the PrineBishop himself intervened to sort out the rumors ¢ating around
town with regard to the doctoro6s discovery.
did so too late to savihe amateur lithologistrom ridicule. Angry and embarrassédand,
moreover, faced with the allegation of having had pceduthe spurious stones himsglf
Beringer took legal action against Eckhart and Rodeaokl won. As the trial records and
later private letters serve to prove, the scandal ended badly for everybody involved. Eckhart
was forbidden future access to tHadiry archives and so his projected history of the Duchy of
Wirzburg remained unfinished at his death, four years later. Roderick was either banished
from, or found it convenient to leave Wurzburg once his teaching career had been cut short by

the scandalBeringer resumed his academic work and published another two books before his

14



death, some twelve or fourteen yedater (Beringer 1963: 128, 1B8840. However, his

reputation remained forever tainted by the lying stoned {ilgensteingaffair.

1.2. The Questions

Not surprisingly, the scandal was the one thing Beringer would be remembered for. As the
anecdote passed on from one biographical encyclopedia to another, the details of the
conspiracy went into oblivion and the story eventually merged with an elker similar
anecdote circulating o hHowevehifthes®ry loss its isriginat h e r ¢
contours over time, its moral became ever clearer, turning Beringer into an exemplary figure
of t hatayodldatr&kr ages 6, amsblyleaneadit (Siraon 2082 182),rthatme m

>Mencke 1721:848 5: 6 They say t hadgroup df mmeteringiyontag, having deBidedhte amuse
themselves at the expense of this Jesuit [Athanasius Kircher], engraved several fantastic Figures on an inform
Stone which they subsequently buried in a place where they knew they were going tofeildirsg within a

short time. What happened? Soon the Finders gathered; soon they started to dig the earth in order to uncover the
foundations of the new Edifice, and soon they discovered the Stone, this new Remnant of Antiquity; a Monument
all the more anhirable, since the fury of time respected it in its entirety. We are looking fOedipus it is the

Father: they present him with the Stone. In the face of this spectacle, he feels transports of joy which cannot be
put into words, he jumps, he prancasd, as if inspired by Apollo, he instantly sets out to make the most
beautiful Discourse in the world on the signification of the Crosses, the Lines, the Circles, and of all the irregular
Traits which covered the Stone: Never has the world seen sucheEfogue , nor such Eruditi

Rome une Jeunesse badine, aiant résolu de se diverter aux dépens de ce Jésuite, grava plusieurs Figures

fantasques sur une Pierre infor me, quodi l @irdenapeer r ent
Quob a+#it?Biert 't | es Ouvr i eitdsonsréusedasesrendolr pttet les fobhdensents du nouvel

Edifice, & bient *'t on rencontre | a Pierre, ce nouveau Reste
que | a f ur arespect tout entirea O3 chdrobeQadipe cbdest | e Perre: on | u
ce spectacl e, i sent des transports de joie, qui n
déApol |l on, il f ai t iscoursldd inandet sarnia sighifieatiop bes €roih dea Lignd3, des

Cercl es, & de tous l es Traits irr®guliers, dont I

d 6 Er u dThis is the earfiest account of the scenario, to the best of my &dgeisee Beringer 1963 [1726]:

129 and 196All translations are mine, unless otherwise stated.
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late seventeenttand early eighteentbentury history of paleontology and mineralogy appears
to have been when contemplated from the vantage point of modern science (Poty 2001: 154,
Gould 2003, Cooper 2007: 103).

But the storybds easily graspable teachirtr
prudence and scientific mode$tand its undeniably humorous overtones delayed or at any
rate overshadowed more serious questions. One such question is purely tebbmicdid
Beringer come to believethat the stones were genuine products of Nature, when all the
material clues, above all, pointed to the contrary? It should be noted that this was not an
immediate conclusion, nor an unreflective one: the matter wheteer th par ent age 6
stones is to be ascribed to Art or to Nature is debated throughout fourteen chapters,
systematically reviewing all the theories then in existence. In relation to this, an aspect most
comment ators over | ook e dnthe$aceB®fesuch sirgngeriténss. Inohisn p
own words:

This only| contend thatnot one of all these opinions is so general or so universally true that it can be

applied, without encountering the doubts of other thinkers, to all the species of figigies] foach less
to the Wirzburg stones which we have produ¢Bédringer 19631726]: 38)

Another, equally curious, aspéctind this would make the subject of a separate interrogation
-is his conviction that the sitnmgandteachong bd er
new course of argumentation in thorny ques"
(Beringer 19631726]: 22). The two questions are, naturally, correlative; the second requires a
more ample treatmefseeChapter 3) thereford will start by addressing the former

The very fact that he has been tricked to believe that crudely handcrafted stones were
genuine petrifactions remains something of a mystery (Gould 2003) and his obliviousness all
the more incredible since Beringer seeto have been well aware of the most progressive
theories on fossil formation issued in his time. As his bibliography testifies, he was acquainted
with the groundbreaking works of Fabio Collonna, Agostino Scilla, Nicolaus Steno, Paolo

® I'n 1804, James Parkinson wrote that O6the quantity
served, not only to render his contemporaries leble to imposition; but also more cautious in indulging in
unsupport e dapliBedngdr 1063941¢ 26 5). (
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Boccone, and Leibai’ Furthermore, he admits to the organic origins of at least some fossils
when he scrupulously notes that 0t he petri
springs was shown, the alteration of vegetable or testaceous bodies into rocks andagones w

d e mo n s tBermgee 1968 [1726] 3 2) . As one who customar.
exchange with | earned me nl1726]f20)attishuslikely tha hed s 6
did not know of the newest methods of classifications based on chemicébrmal analysis

that were being developed among scientists and collectorsatigiat time (Simon 2002:
134135) . Nor was he an inapt empirical obse
would swear that he discerned on many [stones] the esrok a knife gone awry, and
superfl uous gouge Beringer 13652t7/R6] a8 3 dj rebéer easodof
a smooth surface on top, as thoughBeringeey ha
1963 [1726] 35). Yet so great was his obstay in the face of all evidence, that some authors
(Niebuhr and Geyer 2005, Niebuhr 2006) speculated that he must have been himself a part of
the conspiracy, perhaps even its master mir
(Niebuhr 2006: 185.

" See Beringer 1963 [1726]: P81, together with the list of works compiled by the editors Melvin Jahn and

Daniel J. Woolf in Appendix App. 111 124. On the state of the mineralogical science in the time Beringer was
writing, see Schneer 1954, Rudwick 1976i #@0, Oldroyd 1996, Rappaport 1997, Morello 2003.

8 This hypothesis seems, however, extremely improbable. There are clear inditiagibhis reputation and, in

all probability, his fortune as well, were seriously damaged following the public exposure of the farce. Perhaps
the weightiest argument is that Beringer could not afford to discredit the Duke of Franconia himself, under whose
auspices he had published the tract. See Georg Ludw
Duke of Franconi a: 6whatever the scholars may opi ne
seeing this first exemplar, your indutge in suffering us to dedicate this first harvest of the Wurzburg
Lithography to Your Most Exalted Name is our irrefragable testimony and impenetrable shield against all
emul ous charges of imitation and awhi wocidal i OFdr ( Be
tarry in bringing to publication those things which our most learned leader in the sacred and profane sciences has,
as the supreme arbiter, decided and, by indication:
(Beringer 1963: 23). It is very unlikely that Beringer and, implicitly, Hueber would knowingly and willingly

expose themselves and their patron to ridicule.
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More readily, as Melvin E. Jahn (Jahn 1963, Beringer 1963), Jon M. Mallatt (Mallatt
1982), and Stephen Jay Gould (Gould 2003)
understood against the sundry background of the theories on the formation of fossilslthen stil
in circulationi although, | would add, it should be remembered that his account is not
reduci ble to any of them (cf. Rudwi ck 197
defense an frcaly of rthdticomsgdembiycratigate hfault, the most
weighty of which are the idea that art and nature share similar, perhaps identical, creative and
aesthetic virtues (Kriger 1999: 174, Poty 2001: 149), together with the related thesis of nature
being endowed with ais plastica a 6 pffastmactéi ve powei26). ( Gou
While, as it has already been implicitly suggested above and as | will explain at large in the
second chapter, these ideas do not exhaust
nevertheless, a recurrenethe of reflection (his arguments are organized according to the art
nature polarity endo-end) and a convenient starting point for inquiry:

If you would know the good offices of Lithological studies, consider for a moment the worthy arts of

depiction andsculpture. By the graces of these arts, things dead and past are restored in image and are

endowed with something very | ike immortality. [
though it may not open to you a group of great statues or agmmttill it does offer a most delightful

and unexpected collection of iconolyths of an all but extinct art, such as you will not find among the

inspired works of bygone ages nor in the earthen chambers of graven crypts, nor amid the hieroglyphic
sculptues of the Egyptian pyramid€Béringer 1963 [1726]28)

The notion of nature as artist wast i | | a strong O0conceptual r
276) at the time when Beringer composed his trAchumber of important issues can be
detached from this gragraph: nature as an magea ki ng power , the 0Oi
repository of images (implicitly compared here to hieroglyphic friezes), the theme of memory
conjoined with that of the represematfunction of the visual art®\ relatedtheme is that of
fraud:
There is not an era, nor a province that has not suffered from counterfeiters and money spoilers. There
are men who can copy the coins of Rome, of Greece, of Egypt, etc., and engrave gems so skillfully as to
deceive even the most experienced antigna. The same is done in the field of painting and statuary.
What, then, must we say of the coins that we use in our daily transactions, of those we find in the fields,
villas, vineyards, the rubble of cities and graves, in the abodes of the GreekeraadsR of all the

gems, pictures, and statues preserved in royal and princely collections? No one in his right mind would
venture such an assertion. No more would he relegate our genuine stones to the limbo of frauds simply
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because a few had found theiryan@mong them from an artistic hand energized by envy, and had been
deceitfully sold to the Lithophile Beringer 1963 [1726]95 96)

This paragraph repeats a common place: the spoils of Antiquity are supposed to contain data
not intended to deceive ormesa d, t herefore, O6[t]o call som
was to express confidence i’fRobertHooke eenployedmi | i t
similar rhetoric (Rapaport 1982, Stevenson 2005:63) and so did-ontenelle (Rappaport

1991: 294295), among others. But beyond its rhetorical convenience,tdpissreveals a

type of analogical reasoning that had proven very misleading at times, when followed to its
last consequences. It is rather interesting that the most acute problems tackledahy th

nature analogy were exactly those of genuiness and fraud. A famous example is that of the
Jesuit Jean Hardouin, who went farther than anybody else along this line of reasoning and
claimed that, apart from coins and medals, all the documents afuitgtivere the fabrication

of a fourteentkcentury occult soetty of forgers (Mencke 1721: 734, Grafton 1999). At the

other extreme, the German antiquarian Samuel Simon YWiteose theories stand in a sort of
rever se symme {seeyChdapte?) i Bheld thahtigegpyramsds and the monuments

of Persepolis were all the fortuitous outcome of volcanic activity and other geological
catastrophes, and that it would be useless to consider their inscriptions as reliable historical
documents, for they amaturally illegible, being the traces of volcanic scoriae and of random
perforations made by pholadés§ e s pr i t 1783s5- j4 Giafford 4984 237).

It was within the logic of this type of analogical thinking that a fusion of vocabulary,
both tehnical and aesthetical, eventually occurred. | will give two quick examples (there are
many others) of virtually interchangeable terminology. As late as 1763, Elie Bertrand
describes fossil s, FIl orentine mar bpaintainmg ¢
(Fig. 1.2ai 1.2.b , and takes as a case in point th

permeates the often transparent mass of the stone, and which represents a city or an entire

® Rappaportl982: 306 For many of these geological t eysagthat and e
the vocabulary of monuments and medals was being used to suggest reliability, freedom from bias, and a

resul tant confidence in the conclusion drawn from s
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| ands(Beatqarel d763: 214 Si mi | ar | y, lingulaosipheg pHick bydheie 6 s
outward figure represent somet hing that s e
(Bertrand 1763: 318} However, Bertrand makes sure to warn his reader that, at least in some
of the cases, 6art bev é magb (Bartrardd1763: 266§ U s € P
Conversely, in the sphere of artistic vocabulary, we learn from Filippo Baldinucci that
Omacchiad (which can be translated as stain
painters use to expresshe qual ity of certain drawing an
ease, and with such seemliness and freshness, without the use of drawing pencil or color, and
in such a way that looks as if it did not come from the hands of the Artificer, but ajepday

itsefon the paper or on the canvas ] (Baldindicciso t |

1681: 86, emphasi s mine). I nterestingly enc
from memory, i n the abs en cnghe mdnneaof momay éotgers a n d
(Baldinucci 1681: 86 and 137).

The empl oyment of aesthetical terms f ol

anthropomorphization of Nature, both the human mind and the natural world possessed the
faculty ofinvenzioneor fantasia®d ( E | k b: 144). Agan9a%rief inventory of shared key
words would comprise, alongsid@venzioneandfantasig such terms ascherzo diligentia,
industria, disegno sketch, draft, effigy, emblem, and hieroglyfh.

It is easy to imagine howonfusing all these terms and ideas must have been for the
Early Modern researcher and taxonomist; considered together, they amount to what | would

call a reversible discoursé one partly inheriting the equally elusive semantic fieldusiis

Ysdont |l a peinture p®n®tre | a maeprésent uheevilld cu uneg paysagee s o
entiero

“Y6pierres singuli rs qui par | eur figure ext®rieure
ou scul pt ®6

261 6art ou | 6i magination ont aide ou aident ~ |l a nat
B6fatt e coiafadilithte con arrtaleiaccardamento, e freschezza, senza molta matita o colore, e in tal

modo che quasi par e, che ella non da mano doArtefic
dicono: questa e una bella macchi abd

“Forscherzeard6 t h e n dtNiad npriteddgst]c o u | d, see Firdiern 1890:294d e r 6
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which had pdgused Renaissance natural historieshat can only obfuscate attempts at a
pertinent taxonomy and hence perpetuate dilemmas of interprefatidrove all, it is a
discourse that obscures the problem of agehgyrelativizing the borders between art and
nature and by allowing for the works of one to be interpreted in the terms of the other, it
downplays the question as to how either works of art or of nature came about. Only within a
context that can simultaneously and indiscriminately account both foetiiappearance and

for the lack thereof is it possible to conceive of an anthropomorphic sun or of a toad trapped in
a shell as genuine fossils and of genuine monuments as remnants of a gecddgstaophe

or that obvious chisel strokes can be taken at he wor kmanship of a
obviously sculpted friezes as networks of grooves randomly cut by pholades.

It is not by chance that some of the very first researchers to rightly identify the organic
origin of fossils and to provide a plausildescription of how the process of fossilization had
occurred were artists names like Bernard Palissy and Agostino Scilla come to mjnd
other words, the people who had the (above all) technical knowledge and the aesthetical
discernment to reestabiighe true links between terminology and empirical observation, to
put, so to say, the words in their right pld&&levertheless, so pervasive was this reversible
terminology, that it took roughly another century from the time Scilla was writing before the
scientific discourse on fossils was finally purged of ambiguous terms. It was on this slippery

conceptual ground, compound of o6all t hose L

> Cf. Findlen 1990: 3236t he semantic field of lusus offered a
imperfectly, taxonomized the confusion of the scientific and philosaphic w.oTrhel Edrfy Moderrvirtuosi

inheritedt hi s fl exi bl e terminology from the Renaissance
however, thaits impetus began to waiy the begining of the eighteenth century.

*0On Ber nar theo® ar fossils, ge@ |eringer 1963: 1661 (with several excerpts of hBiscours

Admirablesof 1580) and Daston and Park 1998: 286. For the role of artistic competence in determining the

organic origin of fossils, see Scilla 1670: 4,37 andi156.S¢ | | a6s arguments appear t
bearing on Leibnizdéds paleontological theories. See
virtues of an O6artist Natured] | oppos eokthat theughrhea e d p ¢
had been shown many such things, the more carefully
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disputation, where doubt and curiosity went hand in hand, anda#ierexercised the
specul at i on s(Popefl822 H&l1l]: 9@ttt Kirohet, Beringer, Robert Plot, John
Woodwar d, Ni kl aus Lang and countl ess other
of figured stones, whether aleamorphs, trueil®santique spoils, or latetay manufactures.
It could be argued at this point that better scientists submitted to the same discursive
determinants: there is no essential difference between the interaction of fire, sulfurs, water and
saltsasitisprooed i n the workshops of chemists and
of naturedé, deep in the boweProwgessaf OtfHd oe a rntar
nothing other than a great art. And the entire class of artificial things iswaysadistinct
from natur al productionsd (Leibniz 2008 [1
Francis Bacon before him, could concede that works of art and nature could be similar (almost
indiscernible) with respect to their material and formal eauget different as to their efficient
and final causes (Daston and Park 1998: 291, Redin and Bora 2006), not the same can be said
of those who held that an artist Nature could sport for no apparent purpose whatsoever or for a
purpose thatranscends hunmaunderstanding. fle confusion surrounding the efficient cause
and the inability to identify a final cause have long obscured the problems of agency and
purpose, or, as we have seen, it was precisely the task of determining agency and purpose that
wasthec ause of such embarrassment in Beringer e
But figured stones tackle these two problems in yet another way. If what has been said
above on ambiguous terminology pertains firstly to technical issues that can sidetrack attempts
at classification and dy implicitly to interpretative issues, the following observations are
more directly concerned with problems of interpretation proper. For heuristic reasons, | will
start by referring to aleamorpliso r 6 ¢ h a nane then ivillgtry 8 @XYplain how &

difficulties they pose to interpretation ultimately hold true of all figured stones. As James

El kins explained, o[t]ypically, al eamor phs
artist, or (in the moder n steeer mish)i nbgest weheant tah
the related tendency to bring images fAouto

199%: 145). This, of course, is especially clear in those works of art that purposefully straddle

the line between casual fos in the medium and ulterior figurative enhancements and
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superpositionsHig. 1.2.c) and where the aleamorph has already been fixed into a determinate
composition (Daston and ParR98: 277 280). Yet, as Bertrand had noticed, the same tension
between whais really there to be found in the medium and what is projected into it hovers
over al |l al eamor phs; whatever meaning 1 s t
inchoate image, it will necessarily be the object of a kind of negotiation betweeouhnce
medium and the interpreter. Here is a telling exanipléhe chapter dedicated to aleamorphs
from his Ars magna lucis et umbraf 1646, Kircher speaks at one point of a seemingly
miraculous image of the Virgin Mary holding the Holy Child in hensithat can be seen in a
mountain cavity in Chil¢Fig. 1.2.h)

In the cavity of this [Chilean] mountain, when seen from a certain and established angle, the Image of

the Blessed Virgin with her Son in her arms can be discerned, depicted in such aofarodtys, that

al most no man can convince himself that this is
it] tenaciously cl ai m (Kilchet1646:t808f s a di vi ne appar.i

Significantly, Ki r c her @ther theeimage wibddeirspose iisélf toma k €
the hypothetical beholder because the agglomeration of taches is so compellingly iconic as to
di stort anybodyds per cverpéffigieinwhh thebbud meaning ef i t
the divine prototype iss | mmedi ately and wundeniably pre
assent. It matters greatly, of course, whether the image is an instamteewbpoiesis for in

this case, as Kircher made sure to point o]
signi fi candum diri gt d of(mére paceldaia, wheter 8gencydis/td be
ascribed to God or to the beholder. Still, if the paragraph seems to concede that the matter is
indecidable, it also reveals that there is a compelling aspect in bethatives: the image is
nevertheless there to be seen, regardless of its author, as if the medium would have an agency
of its own and the power to create sense (a recognizable depiction) independently of who

made it and of how one would read it. Thip&haps the most striking quality of aleamorphs:

17 < . . . L. L. e
dn huius montis concavo, ex certo tamen, & constituto puncto, Imago Beatissimae Virginis cum filio in

brachiis tanta colorum vigtate depicta cernitur, ut nemo sibi feré id ludentis naturee opus persuadere possit, sed

omnes apparitionem di&&inam mordicus teneant [ é]
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060seen fr om a(to paeaphtaseiKirchgatimey aree @ways the site of a possible
coalescence of meanirighowever faint, vacillating, or difficult to ascribe to a determinate
factor that meaning ay be. This compelling aspect of the aleamorplhich is nothing else
but the persistent possibilitg f it &édad al i qui-d justasgelevantiinctien d u n
case of fossil s, which O6emul ated alnefgmor ph
12.d7i 1.2.g), and twice as relevant for tHdigensteinewhich purposefully emulate both
aleamorphs and fossils, and which, in addition, bear inscriptions (some in the likeness of
fossils; sedmig. 1.1.h 1.1.j, and 1.1.)with the sacred name Gfod*®

As James Elkins remarked and as the example from Kircher serves to show,
aleamorphs and, together with them, all the figured stones that emulate them in one way or
anot her , al ways introduce bald5icatihougtelbiéeveatl di s
woul d be more precise to speak of a O6semiot
abundantly suggestive) nature, figured stones entail a crisis of assotiatioReirce tells us,
o[ a]ll associati on i sofmatteriscasgahdr oth{elwiBe ate .alsol ) .
signs they are potential vehicles for meaning and, because of this, they are falsifiable, either
in the direction of overinterpreting, or in that of outright counterfeitiifo fix meaningi or
to exclude it @bgetheri, to pick up on one of the possibilities of interpretation granted by the
mark-bearing stone (fortuitous image, organic trace, sign of a higher power, or, in a more
general and bettdt n own f or mul a, i con, i ndeheshappofmb ol )
argument requires from the investigator a correspondent sign theory, or, at the very least, a
semiotic competence of some softh u s , I woul d argue that S
recognize an organic impriintan indexi when he sees or@unts as a semiotic competence.

The 6iconolythd is the privileged pl.ahee wh

BFor the faulty habit of association, see Daston ant
did not depend upon a common explanation of their origins, but on the implicit analogy between the forms of
nature and the forms of art.d

YKircher, forinstancec onsi der s t he 6 p a instandenofiagia Pdrastatiaatthatiseatnong mo n g
natual phenomena and/or artificial techniques having the property of representing (or staging the likeness of)
something before the mind. See Kircher 1646:899.
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Ligensteinaffair is particularly interesting not only because it exacerbated such dilemmas,
butalsobb ecause of nBtehavenwgeghta sew theéosyion the origin and meaning
of 061 c oGivenlthatitlweuld .have to account for a seemingly marvelous class of items
featuring wellshapen images from all realms of the physical world, as welhgsarently
naturallyderived) Hebrew names of God, it igertinentto suspect that such a theory can
reveal some implicit assumptions on signification and sign creation in néiftied. was that
Onew course of argumentation in thorngo6 que:
that his stones seemed to entail? And how would such a new course of argumentation look like
in order to provide an explanation for the coexistenceepfesentations belonging soch
different realmsi animals, insects, plants, celestial bodiasd witing i within the same
medium? What could reasonably bind together natural products, pictures(halyl
language?

These are the main research questions with which | start my inquiry.
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2. THE HIEROGLYPH AS A SEMIOTIC TEMPLATE , 16501 1750

2.1. Portentous Signs and the Idea of the Hieroglyphical

It should be clearly stated from the onset that no consensus ever existed in the
Renaissance and Early Modern times with regard to fossils as inorgamis sp nature
(Gould 2004: 212218). In fact the tripartite taxonomy of possible answers to the question on
the origin and nature of fossil;n¢rgantc theory, flood theory, moderorganic theory was
already a matter of course in the first decades of the sixteenth century (Morello 2003, Gould
2004 213) and it appears as such in Bering
(Beringer 1963 [1726]38,49 . o601l conol ythsd were placed so
between the miraculous and the ordinary course of nature. As Helge Kraghdpoirt

iconolyths

were not miracles but belonged to the fabric of nature, something to be placed between the
commonplace and the miraculous. Also they were not unique (as miracles were), for they occurred
regularly enough to be studied by philosopherossiearned Europe and enter the scientific (and not
only the theological discoursgXragh 2006: 15)

The problem, therefore, became how to account for an unpredictable and, consequently,
unsystemizable lot. Figured stones needed to be understood,reé,cbut as long as their
efficient cause remained unknown, theyuld not be made to fian establised taxonomy
(Kragh 2006: 15).

In these circumstancethie solecriteria for interpretationvereform andthe frequency
and conditions of occurrenge.g, a relation to an external, perhaps supernatural, evidns)
was a situatiorwhich perpetuated eep into the seventeenth centanyd which often led to
contradictory resultésee section 1.2.)

The Ligensteinewere produced to emulate such figured s®and, implicitly, to

determine a certain response in the form of a certain interpretation. Now, the imagery
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displayed in the figured stones belsng a wider but distinctive class of images, which | term
on@amti fi ci al Bpyi coambbcniaall psiicgtnosréi.a l signsoé | r
suggesting the likeness mdcognizable pictureshe cause and/or coming aboaoit which has

been ascribed to a ndruman agent (God dfatura naturany and which were believed to

convey acertainmeaning i.e., to $and for somethingther than themselves.

Historically, until the latter half of theseventeetn century,nonartificial pictorial
signs, includingigured stoneswere interpreted either as signatures or, in exceptional cases,
as stigmata (seeark 1994, Park 1998).

An important landmark in the Early Modern discussion on the occurrence of natural
mar ki ngs i s At Iba diarbe praligiokis crucibugli66l)s Here Kircher
investigates the seemingly wondrous appearance of crossieeios and other materials after
the eruption of Vesuvius in 166K.i r c lraetrc@nsentrates all the critical problems: natural
vs. supernatural provenance; a matter of routine vs. an accident or perhaps an exceptional
event; iconic (mere resemblancejdexical (a natural or divine imprint), or symbolic, or all at
once.

Kircher consideredhe seemingly prodigiousccurrences of crosses as signatures (the
cross is a commonly found structure or mark in a great number of plants, flowers, fruits,
insects, t.), as stigmata (as a result of direct divine agency), amdIifihy as O hi er ¢
This is the first time a material mark is associated with the idea of hieroglyph Pr odi gi e
| i ke hieroglyphics, mysteriousl| ol p&titiendi n
i nteresting to note that Beringer used the
hieroglyphic writing several times throughout his tract, directly and indirectly (I will discuss
this at large in th€hapter3).

According to Kirder:

There are, thus, rare and wondrous apparitions of this kind in every realm of the naturalsoirhd
forth like hieroglyphic symbols swathed in enigmatic and allegorical meanings, which the Divine

Y6Prodigia sunt veluti hi eroglyphica, arcan rarios
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Wisdom records in Heaven, earth and the elemenifia a bookandsets it before mortals to readé ]
(Kircher 1661: 843"

Inordert o under stand what Kircher meant by emp
necessary to turn to the available definitipennedby him. Given thatall hieroglyphsare
symbols (Kircher 1650: 120)t hese natur al Opomuténtfous Khiire
definition of symbol, as welSuch a definition can be fouma one ofhis Egyptological tracts,
Obeliscus Pamphiliyspublished only a decade earlier, in 1650. dlan chapter V,De
Symbolis & hieroglyphicis in genef®f Symbols and Hieroglyphics in Gengralgainst the
various conflicting attempts to explain the
(6vera Symboli definitiob):
a nota significativaof mysteries, that is to say, that it is the nature of a symbol to lead our minds, by
means of certain similarities, to the understanding of things vastly different from the things that are
offered to our external senses, and whose property it is to apigelen under the veil of an obscure

expression. [ €] Symbols cannot be transl ated by
figures. @pudEco 1995: 154)

It is not easy to determine the exactotemeani
t hat spontaneously appearing crossesrforoul d
that matter, what Beringer meant when he explicitly compared his figured stones to the

amulets of the ancient Egyptians. Nevertheless, the mere use oflyparogerminology

affords, in both cases, some insight into a certain philosophy of symbolism.

Z6Sunt ia®msplitehuiusmadi phasmata in omnibus Mundi ordinibus elucescentia veluti hieroglyphica
quaedam symbola aenigmaticis allegoricisque involuta significationibus, quee Divina sapientia in coelo, terra,
elementis, veluti libro quodam descripsit & mortalitue genda proposuit [ é] 0

28



2.2. The SeventeenthCentury Notion of Hieroglyph

2.2.1. Hieroglyphs in Linguistic and Aesthetic Theories

The philosophy in question has a long and tangled ryisti;at began with the
discovery by Cristoforo Buondelmontipf Horapollo Nilliacus'sHieroglyphicain 1419 an
event whichled to "a linguistic and semiotic revolution' (Assmann 2001: . 2&Rat made the
di scovery so moment ou dnteres or Nedlatdism, Hermetieism, Hu ma
and Kabbalah(Gombrich 1972 Dieckmann 1957])versen 1958 Calvesi 1988, Dempsey
2000) Humanists like Marsilio Ficin@nd Piero Valerianthus found a definition of a visual
language that felicitously suitetheiro wn ageds quest for a perf
means of c¢ommuni Hdierdglypbicabecar® thealiferary &nd i@anographical
fount and the practical model for a plethora of emblem books, collectioimspoésseand
Oheroic d e vaplues, sadd, symhglit tootrgvances of all somdyich quickly
perfusednanyprovinces othe Renaissance and Early Modern art and thought.

Here | will summarize only the most salient points of this historgrderto (1) detach
a definition of the reroglyph as it has entered Western intellectual (philosophical and artistic)
consciousnesandto (2 f ol l ow the termdébs referential
call ed O6hieroglyphs of natured

As varied and convoluted as the history of the employn@nthe term is, the
underlying principles of the O0hieroglyphi ci
fifth EnneadP | ot i nus defined hieroglyphs as o6pict
manifest, not the name or the form of thenthibut its very essence and true meanirsgtrite
ideadé (lversen 1958: 16):

Inscribing in their temples one particular image of one particular thing,[theyEgyptiansmanifested
the nondiscursiveness of the intelligible word, that is that everygenas a kind of knowledge and

wisdom and is subject of statements, all together in one and not discourse or delibeaption. (
Schroeder 1999: 346)

Speculation on the properties of hieroglyphic language was groundeelbelief that seeing
and understating can occur simultaneouslyhe hieroglyph doesot appeal to discursive
29



reasoni it is atotum simul suggesting a plenitude of meaning in a single instant of tmme
manner analogous to the one in which the Divine Mind apprehends the (@mhdbrich
1972 15972 When contemplating a hieroglypthe interpréer must notenot just the (quasi
discursive) combination of symbols or iconographic elementsalbatheir spatial relations,
their proportions, the way they are juxtaposed or superposed, whecto be perceived at
once and that cannot be properly translated into spoken language. This is why the
Ohieroglyphicdé component of the emblem cann
sententia(the tag) or the accompanying poem (Hill 19703R6rhesententiaand the poem
may chart, summarize or otherwise mediate the meaning of the picture, but can certainly not
exhaust it. In the Renaissance theory, the hieroglypl itself or as part of an emblematic
complexi is an indivisible semiotic unhthat signifies in its own rightn theory, it isnot only
indivisible, but also unique and irreplaceable, for it is believed to standenessaryelation
to the thing or notion (e.g., the notion of impossibility, the notion of eternity, the nation
immortal glory acquired through lahcetc.) it signifies.

Some writers argued th#te hieroglyph is not justhe visual vehicle of an ideaut,
andat the same time, that very id€ko give a famous examplé,o h n  The Hidroglyphic
Monad(1591)hypothesizeshaté si gn is itself realityod (Die
universe, material and spiritual, is not jusipresented by, butondensedh, the hieroglyphic
figure. It was believed,n other wordsthatthe hieroglyph ontologicallyartakes in the thing
or idea it embodies

This unifying aspect of the hieroglyptas expounded by Singer

In the Renaissance picture, notes, notions, and things could form a trinity wherein each was of equal
value. This is more readily apparent in the wlagt anyone of the three could easily serve as something
more than just a metaphor for the others. Nature, for example, is both an idea in the mind of God and a
language, the book of the world. Language itself is a thing of natures, as the very expssion

natural language andeal character indicate. Speculation on the hieroglyphs flourished in this climate,
for they composed Bnguagethat used thehingsof nature to represeideas thereby uniting notes,
notiors, and things. (Singer 1989:i6%; italics in orig)

?2 AccordingtoFi ci nods frequently cited gloss to Plotinus?éo:
way of multiple thought but I ike the pure and firm
cancompehend the whole of this Gdmbech Bd2153d59). n one fir m |
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222. 6Real Charactersd and ONatwural Hierog

The seventeenth century brought a breech in the study of and reflection on hieroghghs.
universal language projects of thed-cenury meanta | esser i nterest 1in
t heerfimeneuti cso of the hieroglyph and, by
qualities and structur@

For scholars likeJohn WebsterSeth Ward, John Wilkins, Leibnias well as for later
eighteentkcentury writers like Rowland Jondke writingon hieroglyphs is no longer driven
by the desire to unearth some secret knowledge or to retrace the genealogy of hermetic
thought, as was the case for Marsilio Ficino or PMateriano (Dieckmann 1957: 31813,
Iversen 1958: 20), nor by an archaeologiogrest (they are no longer concerned with what
theancient Egyptianmight have meant on their walls and obeljskghat motivates research
now isthe intentionto abstract the hieroglyph's features and to work upon them in order to
accommodate a moreggmatic project. Even after the Neoplatonic idea of the hieroglyph as a
repository of secret knowledge lost its prestige sometime around 1600, the concept of an non
alphabeticwriting systemthat would make universal sense by virtue of some natural
resemilance or congruity to the thing represented still appealed to scholars, so much so that it
informed all subsequent attempts to configure a usalelanguage (Singer 1989: %,
Rossi 2006: 145150).

Naturally, this tendencgoincides with an expansiorf the term's field of reference.
By the beginning of the eighteentientury every pictographic writing system was called
‘hieroglyphic’ (Webster, Vico, Warburton speak of 'Chinese’, 'Indian’, 'Mexican’, and
'‘American Indian hieroglyphs') and was a possihledel for the forging of a similar, only

more effectivei i.e., truly universali unconditional languag®. To put it very briefly, the

BKircherds Egyptol ogy -itheexaeptian shatploves thet raledsHEgyptalagyy kikeé o n
many of his scholarly enterprisés an already outdated caro at the timavhenit was written.See Stolzenberg
2001a

24 SeeWebster 165424 and passimVico 1948 [1744]: 30 and 128, Warburton 1765 [17413 95; see also

Connelly 1993. In a polemic witthe French linguisNicolas FréretWarburton insists thaivhat truly denotes a
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hieroglyph is no longer something to be uncovered, but something to be achieved, and an
obvious way to set out this pemt is to make the term itself more comprehensive.

The belief that the structure of language mirrors the structure of the world was
supported by an O6at omi st &lohm Wikinsdefinfredhibrogtyghs | a n g
as 'signs [...] used for thexgression of things and notionsirgung for the benefitsof
designing duniversal character to express things and notions, as might be legible to all people
and countries' (Wilkins 1802 [1641]: 51 and 5&eal (universalcharacter§ therefore, were
conceived of as improved, -calibrated hieroglyphsThey wer e call ed or
because the graphic mark was composed in such a way as to be structurally isomorphic with
the object e9) or the idea it was meant to stand for. Such a mark, if dbrreonstituted,
could expressn a contracted fornthe true nature of the object or idea represented.

John Websteanlso calledthe hieroglypHike universal character a ‘Catholic cure' for
the confusion of languages inflicted upon huaihaat Babel (Webter 1654: 2425), only he
has a different kinaf real character in min{Singer 1989, Rossi 2006: 14%) a pamphlet
directed against the methods of learning practiced in the Univeiaigbster 1654) he
attacked Wi |l jstandhér anifciad supecstructiaesvhereas a truly universal
| anguage shoul d tédreadll e gméen et « h@mreaad®&r sé6 of

Many do superficially and by way @&nalogy(as they term it) acknowledge the Macrocosm to be the

great unsealed book of God, aewvkrycreature as a capital letter or charactBrFmphasis mine], and all

put together make up that one word or sentence

we all study, and read too much upon the dead paper idolls of credahwehted lettershut do not, nor

cannot readhe legible characters that are onely written and impressed by the finger of the Almighty
(Websterl654: 28 emphasis mine)

For example,the linguistinatural philosopher could reconstruct thggrimeval universal
language by stlying, for instance, the cries of pain and grief immediately recognizable in any
l'iving being in ®chetatisnoft ot he ndnt dranaldtmati o

writing to be hieroglyphical is, that its marks are signs for THINGS; what denotes a writing not to be
hieroglyphical is, that its marks are signs for WORDS. Whether the marks be fornaedlbgyor institution
makes no alteratiomithe nature of theriting' (Warburton 1765 [1741]: 94).
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bagrees to the innat e The trueipupose Ginglistiesbandt of r 16
natural philosophyaswells houl d be the study of these 061
Surely naturalPhilosophyhath a more noble, sublime, and ultimate end, than to rest in speculation,
abstractive notions, mental operations, and aledisputes: for as it should lead us to know and
understand the causes, properties, operations and affections of ha¢uBt first therein and thereby
to see and beholthe eternal power and Geldeadof him, who hath set all these things as so many
significant and lively characters, ddieroglyphicksof his invisible power, providence, and divine

wisdom, so legible, that those which will not read them, and him by them, are without excuse; (Webster
1654: 18 19)

I n Web st ehe disroglyph s \&t, ae 2 concrete thing in nature and a conceptual
interface between the physical world and the world of divine ifiRager 1989: 64)

In short,the seventeentbentury brought thexpansion of the term towardd) 6 r e al 6
characters which exclude the tramsdental explanatiorbut retain the idea of an essential
isomorphy between the figures of langaagnd the things of the world2) 6 nat ur al
hi eroglyphsd which are believed to build wu
transcendental meaningemains intact(see Dieckmann 1957: 30B19) This double
terminological expansionis the chore of the Webstér Wilkins debate on the nature of
hieroglyphs and the problem of natural language.

For both of these trends of thought, the metaphor of higpbglys, essentiallya
semiotic templateThey both entaithe abstracting of the hieroglyph's features (immediacy,
universality, ineffability, at.) from its historical context an@&ven from its historical
appearance

The generic hieroglyph loses its Istic identity. This gradual abstraction, of course,
was prefaced by Renaissance usage of the term. Already in the Renaissance books of emblems
or various edi tHieroglyghicad fL59 &) erdi[aafj @dsdi sti nct.
symbols of Egyptianro ot her or i g i5n ®13)f° Boweverktin Renaissah@
definitonsand vi sual p r a c tare mthes intoitive, Wwhiereas the sgventaeriths 6

century discoursenthe hieroglyphicabs amodeof signification is distinctly analytical.

% Charles Dempsey (2000: 3657 4) essayed a typol ogy of heRistingaisheds anc e
bet ween the O6Neoplatonic typed, the ddipedur Ails®, dro

OHiIi eroglyphic Monaddé comes, in fact, very close to e
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2.3. The Idea of a Concrete Language of Objects and Beings/ico and

Warburton

The most consistent and interesting reappraisal of the idea of hieroglyph in the early
eighteentkcentury appeared in two works dedicated primarily to issues of cultural and
religious history.

One of them i s SGienaaNoavll 125 1944) an dmbdiau$ attempt
to reinterpretthe thought, culture, and institutions of the ‘first natioWlsi c o 6 s endeayv
demonstratehe poetic nature of mythic thouglimcluded anextended analysis of language,
more preci selor odtanibthbeaszided texdsr Ehése characteims fact,

specific signs particular, but, as we shall see, not restricted to, specific perardsthe

Ohierogl yphi cét,hec osrarcersepdo nldainnggu atgoe s poken i n
corresponding to the symbolic | anguage spok
upond6é characters, bel onging to the epistol e

[1744]: 31sqqg. This tripartite typology refers to what could perhaps be best described as
specific modes of relating to the world, for each type of charapigertaingo a certain stage

in the development of human consciousness, culture, and histary,the nost primitive of
characters, thkieroglyphs make up the fabric of myths, fables, and poetic (that is, artistic in

wider sense) texts in genefalHeroic characters make up the fabric of founding narratives
such as the Ennead and the other great egmpmf the ancients, which were also the first
histories and the first mal codes of the gentile nations, asgreedupon characters make up

the fabric ofcivil contracts,laws and philosophy. It is important to note that this tripartite
typology is not yst the synthetic model ah already consummalestorical development, but,

as Vico has argued repeatedl vy, (Gnhstwiaidetldh e d
eterndt raversed in time by t H®¥M8[h74.6),@aswekaa of a
permanence of the human mind. Vico believed that the large scale historical development of

language and thought mirrors the small scale development and permanent inner structure of

% Needless to point out, Vico did not refer only, or even primarily, to Egyptian hieroglyphs as such, but had in

mind the enlarged definition of hieroglyphiexpression of the previous century.
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the individual human consciousne§she O hi erofpleyphicédb,andparm@ o
modes are supiaistorical categories and, in this sensejrthespectivecharacters are still at
work in a variety of human activities, in more or less pure forms.

The other i s WIihe Divire iregatvenrofoMosddemansgiratedl738
i 1741), a work of apologetics which amasses a vast array of historical, philological, and
iconographical evidence in the attempt to prove the veracity of the Mosaic Dispensation.
Warburton's argumentas directed against h e 0d 3§ @ ea rt d nwhi denietitdaéthes t s 6
MosaicLaw was divinely inspiredecausat did not stipulate the immortality of the soul and
the existence of a future state of rewards and punisismBmat doctrine, it was claimed,
already existed in older Orital religions, particularly in that of Egypaith which the Jewish
people wereknown to have beem direct contactThe Egyptian religion was also credited
with the developing of the most complex moral and religious code, a highly sophisticated
natural heology, concealed in its purportedly sacred hieroglyphic wridsgause Egyptian
religion and writing wereconsidered to beso tightly connectedjt was incumbent on
Warburton to provehat hieroglyphic writing was of human original and that, far framdg
divinely inspired, it toaunderwent a long and arduous journey from the most primitive to the
most subtlysymbolic. Just like the eschatological doctrine of the Oriental religions had to
appear as an eminently human contrivance springing from a salvegcessitywriting too
had to appear, in the evolutionary scheme envisaged by Warburton, as a strictly human
achievement dictated hyniversalconstrains. Three years after the completionie Divine
Legationhe published a revised version of hisoBaV on hieroglyphs and the origins of
animal cult in French, under the titlessai sur les Hiéroglyphes des EgyptiéWsarburton
1744).This latter workquickly beameextremely influential in French intellectuaircles, as
it provided the largest paift o r the entries ono @hWrnietsiengwr, i
0 Sy miwrdaténdy Jaucourt and others thie EncyclopédigCherpack 1955)

Both Vicoand Warburtorar e t he i nheri t or sonthdorigirobnci s
hieroglyphic writing,in thatthey build their theories on the founding premise thatearly
Egyptians used a visual system of writing not because they wished to conceal their wisdom

from the ignorant, but by want of more sophisticated means of symbolic expression, given the
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primitive state of theirdarning (Vico 1948 [1744]: 229, Warburton 1765 [1741]: 7008)?’
The notion that hieroglyphic writing arose from blunt necessitgs not entirely new and
could also be found, | rEssayrowards @ Renl Ghatar (cff or m,
Warburton 1765 [1741]: 70). Howevet,was not followed to itdast consequences until the
early eighteentitentury whenVico and, a little later, Warburtortpok the old Baconian
topos, placé it in an evolutionary perspective, and made it firenciple ofarchaic thoughtA
crucial aspect both of them repeatedly emphasizedhés consanguinity and parallel
development of language and writif\gco 1948 [1744]: 138139,Ponzio 2006: 242)
The mutual dependence of writing and speech at the advienguage was nicely
expounded by Warburton:
LANGUAGE, as appears from the nature of the thing, from the records of history, and from the remains
of the most ancient languages yet remaining, was at first extremely rude, narrow, an equivocal; so that
men would be perpetually at a loss, on any new conception, or uncommon accident, to explain
themselves intelligibly to one another; the art of inlarging language by a scientific analogy being a late

invention: this would necessarily set them upon supplyirey dificiencies of speech by apt and
significant SIGNS(Warburton 1765 [1741]L05 108; capitals in orig.

These O6apt an dvhichisuppleménit speechtand aigsigt taisgdage in the making
are mute acts and concrete objeés.| intend to demaostrate in the following pages, a direct
consequence ofhe disenchanted view on the Egyptian wisdaand of the thorough
reassessment of the history of language, writing, and thoughtthe emergencen the
horizon of Early Modern semiotic ideasf,thematerial hieroglyphor t he oO6r @al 6 c
parola real§ as Vico put if in its literal, etymological sensk that is, the hieroglyplas a
concrete thing or fragment (if the signification is to be realized by way of synecdoche) of
nature.

Although trere aresarlier instances of the idea of a material, tridimensional hieroglyph
(e.g., Kircher, se&tolzenberg 200t 128),it was only in the first decades of the eighteenth

century that the notion of hieroglyph as a concrete, corporeal object camddoethend it

Ccf. Singer 1989: 51: 6Baconds theory of the origi
seventeenth and eighteenth Emeatlshad beersfor ate anBquity arid tha s 6 s

Renai ssance. More than anyone el se, he marks the bec
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did soin a climate of direct disagreement with the kind of conception held by Kircher and
other Neoplatonist&®

Rather tellingly, this concentration on the physicality of the hieroglyph occurred at a
time of increasing doubt with regard it representational properties. In hisd Ant i qui t
expliquée et représentée en figure§l7191724), the Benedictine monk andarly
archaeologisBer nard de Montfaucon regarded Egypti
interpret hieroglyphs, and even imiained that they could not be interpreted with any
accuracyo6 (Barasch 1990: 13). A similar vi
Earl of Shaftesbury: hieroglyphs are inscrutable not because of a superabundance of meaning,
he maintained, butbecu se of a constitutive deficiency.
and | ame f or ms, false I mitation, i e, i mpot
from being a repository of sacred knowl ed
(Shdtesbury 1914 [1711]: 9®2). Much along the same line of reasoning, Samuel Simon
Witte would later argue that this is so because they are naturally indecipherablzudée

meanders traced by violent eruptions of volcanic maitein no way comprehensie to the

8 In order to establish the principles of tNew ScienceVico maintains6 we must here uproot
held by some of the Egyptians that thieroglyphics were invented by philosophers to conceal in them their
mysteries of lofty esoteric wisdom. For it was by a common natural necessity that all the first nations spoke in
hier og (Vicpl948§184d]: 127). Not surprisinglne makes a spedireference to Kircher, portraying him

as the epitome of scholarly whimsyt he conceit of the | earned reached
Kircher in hisObeliscus Pamphiliugaffirms that this hieroglyph [of the god Knef] signifies the Holy Tmi t y 6
(Vico 1948 [1744]: 20 This passage may also be interpreted as a reaction to the old Neoplatonic theory of
multiple semantic determinationd/arburton makes a similar point, when he complains that much of the recent
writing on hi éedbyKircher lard caeftairalate Qreekswriters, who pretended that the ancient
Egyptians had | canét tell what notion of a close wur
this inferior world, by such a concatenation from the higheshe lowest, that the affections of the higher link

reached the lower throughout the whole chain; for that the intellectual world is so exact a copy and idea of the
visible, that nothing is done in the visible, but what is decreed before and exainpliien t he i nt el | e
This was the senseless jargon of Jamblichus, Porphyry, Proclus, and the rest of that fanatic tribe of Pythagorean

Pl atonists; and this they obtruded on the world for
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archeologisend déonly a natur al Frafesential narratimeonsposed d s |
of metamorphic rockdé (Stafford 1984: 237).
Vico is not far from this frame of mind when he writbat'the magnificence of their
pyramids and othemonuments might well have sprung from barbarism, which accords well
with hugeness. Egyptian sculpture and casting are redjakn today as extremely crude
(Vico 1948 [1744]: 28) While, of course, Vico does not denlieroglyphs their
representationaluglity, nor, for that matter, their manade origin,the account he gives of
them indicates that hieroglyphs share something of the crudeness and immediacy, if not of
natural phenomena, at any rate of a type of behavior and relating to the world that is mo
close to the heedless and inarticulate waysatfire(see also Warburton 1765 [1741]: 106)
something that Vico thought can still be witnessed in the gestural language of mutes and in the
primitive form of communication of the Amerindians who make afsebjects and gestures.
Thus,
Mutes make themselves understood by gestures or objects that have natural relations with the ideas they
wish to signify. This axiom is the principle of the hieroglyphs by which all nations spoke in the time of

their first barbarism. It is alsthe principle of natural speedhe mp ha s i s (Moo 1048][1744]é ] .
68i 69)

Hieroglyphs, therefore, or the hieroglyphic modes of expression, are the closest nexus between
natureds modes of expr es s inoAs Jugendlralwant pdinted a |
out, the naturalness of the first tropes is not limited to the iconic relation between the signifier
and the signified, but also refers to their corporeality, to the fact that signs are concrete objects
of the world Thus,thepant omi me of mutes o6writesd and i
l i kewi se, physical objects Owr ng (€r@bana20@4: ar e
39 41).

It should be said at this point thaiet hieroglyphic modes of expression belong to the
cl ass of 0i ma g(umvarsali fangastid.rEven thoughathe s2xXact meaning of
the O6i maginative uni ver s al decause Vica rieved tookithes p u t
trouble to define jtmost agree that it circumscribés theory ofthe image and not of the

concept i n any (Verena d981: i68)In ather woeds, theednaginative
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universabd is a visual configurationand, in this sense, it shows a marked affinity with the
pictorial arts
As Moshe Barasch observed, icVo 6 s wor Kk s :
the hieroglyph is conceived as a concrete shape (or physical object) that makes an idea manifest. Our
mode of experiencing the hieroglyph is probably best described as direct contemplation of ideas; in other
words, it is a sensuous experienée abstract universal. That experience is not aided by any contrived

sy mb ol i Bath.the créafion and the reading of the hieroglyph occurs natur@lgrasch 1990:
14; emphasis mine

Barasch assimilates Vicoos d&refndead welgraundedt o t |
arguments for that identification. For both the hieroglyph and the work @gharsjgnifier is a

material objecd®i n whi ch oéuniversalsdé and o6éparticul a
76, Kunze 1983: 243Jnoreover, theonditions of creation and those of reception are virtually

the same for the onas for the otheVico draws explicit parallels between the activity of the
painter and that of the sculptorcathe production of hieroglyphs. Thus, he conjectuites,

first nations contemplated ideas and tried to explain the nature of things in a manner analogous

to painting orto the casting of forms in concrete metfi&imilarly, the mode of experiencing

29 As aready remarked upon by Barasch (199Q:110 and Trabant (2004: 380), and implicitly acknowledged

by Gombrich (1972: 184 8 6 ) , Vicods notion of i mage i s not suf f
image, an idea, but just as well it may mearnaage embodied in some material medium or a material object as
such. Not only is this difficulty ineludible, but
suggests that in the hierogl ypédf artovarks, tthe signibefsiandstie t r o
signifieds are inextricably bound. As J¢rgen Trabant

object and the ideas they signify, all of his examples make it evident that from a structural poew ttievi
naturalness of primitive semiotic entities represents an amalgam of expression and content, a synthesis of
materi al signi fier and).Forther mghe epistenmlagical pafadigmbofthetimageGro 4 :
Vicods writings, see Sanna 199

% There is plenty of evidence for the pictorial nature of the first characters MetveScience 6 For when
wish to give utterance to our understanding of spiritual things, we must seek aid from our imagination to explain
them and, like painters,fom h u man i ma\ice 048d1744t e . m6A{d el sewher e: 0T
and si mpl e n the thingatisey Woaderedgabstamtial beindemphasis mine] after their own ideas

[ €] Gico (1948 [1744]: 10k Surely, the technical metaphof o 6 model i ng6é i ntroduces

ambi val ence, making it is difficult t o asdribaddoromi ne i
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the hieroglyphi intuitive, subjective, and somewhat hazycomes vey close to a kind of
aesthetic experience in front of a work of @arasch 1990: 14 15). But while Barasch's
observation is of course legitimate, Vico's formulation allows for an even greater goepe:
hieroglyphcan stand for any concrete objectttban serve a representative (understood in the
broadest sense) function. It is a palpable signifiehether artifact or fact of naturethat can

and does perfor, at the same time, as languablere we haveunder the same conceptual

projected intg the object or a meaning metaphoricalbstracted fronit, or otherwiseinspired byone or moe of

its propertiesi in other words, if the meaning is attached to the object like a tag or is (perceived of being)
inherent to, or emanating from, it. Whil e lbkliecedds t e
cansee a possibility taurpasst by invoking a chief notion of the Renaissance and Early Modern Italian rhetoric

and art theory: that ahvenzione meani ng 6di s dnwvenaongyafriesa similarfamhbivdlencegas .

it can be understood in the sense of inventiosreating anewri{trovamentq, but also in the sense of finding
something (a visual configuration,cancetto an expressive entity of some sort) already in existeinoeato),

before the artist, poet, or rhetorician were to seize it for his own cresine (Baldinucci 1691: 78). In other

words, it may be that the meaning of the first characters is as much created as discovered. For best study on this
notion, see Kemp 1977.

31 There is the problem of determining if the material or natural object sighifiéself or by designatiardiirgen
Trabanttried to explain away this difficulty by arguingaté Vi co does not say that sigr
natural relations to their signifieds, but that they are supposed to have had such relatfors Jnatufaness of

the relation between sign and idea is one that the poets established subjectively. It is a posited or thetic
naturalness and not an objective one inherent in the élfjeretbant 2004: 39)However, thereare two major
objectionsthatcandb br ought to Trabantdés interpretation. Firs
the primeval languageA t het i ¢ sdolgai @i alanced wo utacdonensenzamtic relatiohi mp | e
between the signifying object and the signifigation whereas the entire thediéco wishes to demonstrate is

that in the hieroglyphic modesommunication must have been crudaperfect,and utterly frustrating It was

not until the second and thirdstage§ t he Oher oi c6 ( aldreedgpom) expraskionhaaand 06 e p
true thetic, ongo-onetype of signifying relation was develope§&.econd | vy, it under mi nes
nature of the first poetic textIhese two aspects are directly relatbdcause it is precisely in theherent

plurivocity of the hieroglyphic modéhat its kindredness to artistic expression is to be fotihd.inconvenience,

but also the exprms$si vestpiethadfachkats bDhet dei € fal ways a
ex pr e &ato ez ib the object/hieroglyphic entitthat can and does acquire a poetic almathis sense,

poetic expression is an epiphenomenon of plpinmitive expression & because of the exc:¢

expression, the grammarians have assumed an exceds oflare h iVicod1948 {1944]:(118 This is to say
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(semiotic) templte, a perfect isomorphy between language, the pictorial arts, and natural
objects It could be argued that this kind of isomorphgéstral to the original understanding
of hieroglyphs In the Renaissance formulatiahge hieroglyphic concepmtid, of couse,refer

to a visual writing system able to express the essence of thiogsever,early eighteenth
centurydevelopments of the idegive an unprecedented preeminence to the ‘thesy' of

hieroglyphgsee Fig. 1]As Thomas C. Singer explains,

The hiepglyphic tradition was nurtured during an age in which there was an equivalence, more or less,
between language, ideas, and nature. The hieroglyphs themselves served as a metaphor linking notes,
notions, and things. Being a kind of writing, the hieroglypbsessarily emphasized language over the
ideas and things. But being a silent script that used things to represent ideas, they maintained a
remarkable balance between the elements that constitute human experience. (Singer 1989: 70)

But it was not long beire this balancevas broken. The universal language projects of the
seventeentitentury, which deliberately discarded the previously unquestioned ontological
connection between notes and thimgsrder to accommodate a philosophical construct where
noteswoul d be dédanswer abl e t dohntWilknsapodClauss 1882:s o f
541) already entailed a definitive departure from the perfect equilibriummplicit in the
metaphor of hieroglyphgSinger 1989: 67)After that, the empiricist mindset ofhe late
seventeenth and early eighteentitentury again altered thisequilibrium by shifting the
emphasi s on the hi er aoghegxplicibrgectioroof theoNe@pkatbnicd i me
philosophy of symbolism, as well as the skeptical reading of nb&m@t sources and of the
exegetical tradition (from Jamblichus and Horapollo to KircHed the rationalistic and
historicallyminded scholars of the new age to an increasing mistrust tovardlak between

notes and notionsome, such as Shaftesbwayd Montfaucon, even going so far as to deny

the existence ofnyintendedmeaningful correlation between the figures on the Egypiran

other hieroglyphidooking friezesand cartouche®thers, such as Vico and Warburton, chose

to concentrate on what, yiend any esoteric or erudite speculation, remained readily available

thatt whi | e it would be of course untenabl e htemglyghicai m t
signifiers (material or natur al 0 b j edcta exQeed ghe eonfines n  a
of their punctual linguistizisageand have the capacity to produce meaning beyand independently othe

one designated for them at one time or another.
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to the senses, that is, on the physiteds ofhieroglyphs,which they interpreted as the
original i both in the sense of precedent and of originatof all types of expressiofalling
under the hieroglyphic modepi ct ogr aphy, 0l anguage of act

pantomimemetaphors)The majortheoretical tenet n d e r | y i New Sci¥nce thedidea
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thatthe font of expression is corporeédlt he uni ver sal princi pdl,e of

Vico wrote, is thatdwords[read notes or, generally, signifierale carried over from bodies

and from the properties of bodi es(Vidkod94& x pr e

[1744]: 70) Notions, too, fulfill a correspondingly subordinate ralef t ]| he or der of

foll ow the order of t Followiggsdrain(oMhoegbt nat @sdi@ilar[ 1 7 4

t o ViWanbuiten,discovered &h hieroglyphs refer to things, and riotwords,because

they originally were things. Before being picturevriting, Warburton tells ushieroglyphs

were, simply, ‘thingvriting’. Within this new empiricist frameworkhe distance between

language and naturdgetweennotes and things teadto ®llapse. Signs and objects are

consubstantial, as in the materi al hierogly

as it happens in the case of (chBabano2604:mM@. or i
Thefigure belowrepresers this changef relations

NOTES/ THI NGS Z NOTI ONS

There is no known rule of articulation, as tt

original code is forever lost. The exegetical traditi

is fraught with error&nd superstitionand therefore
not to be trusted.

THI NGS/ NOTES Zz NOTI ONS
Metaphorical relations: from synecdoche, as in 1
6curiologicd hieroglyp
proper (analogy, all eg
t he 6eni gmatiscaobdp bhe
SN THING S character so Noti ons a

NOTES ) . _
- of the properties of bodies (human bodies on -
e e——
E———

subject side, material bodies on the object side).

THI NGS z NOTES

Structur al i somor phy:
STRUCTURAL ISOMORPHY 6cur i ol olgh, and pahtomime o g
OR Consubstantiality: as in the speech by physi

CONSUBSTANTIALTY things (6real wordgd) o

Figure 2: The semiotic structure of the material hieroglyph.

But to make the thingart of the hieroglyph the privileged vantage point of sign
production and interpretation has its difficulties, because things typically haveplmulti

properties, any of which can become the dri
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and, correspondingly, of i*nitteus followsttieat éveyn , o
potentialmeaning’ which can be the expressionasfyofanobg ct 6 s plisplacedroh i e s
an oscillating route between the sadferential and the metaphorical.

As a type of sign the material hieroglyph is abundantly informative: all the
interpretative possibilitie3 the entire gamut between the literal am@ tmost abstrusely
symbolic i are simultaneously and isomorphically present in a sort of informational
continuum (symbolized in the diagram by the area where hatches intersect) circumscribed by
the hieroglyphic templat® Interpretation, which is nothingtieer than the coupling of notes
and notions, can cut across this semiotic continuum in any available dire@zaud® there is
no way of discriminating a sole figurative meaning, every meaning is potentially figurative
(Kunze 1983: 243); likewise, becauthere is no way of separating a figurative from a literal
meaning, every figurative meaning can be taken literAllg. a r es ul tleapt h € 0 s €
the diterald or selfreferential sensetile animal cat as such or the pictographic character
meaniry  0)doahe tnetaphoricalonée he character 6écatdé as a s

of the fact t hat the dil atation of t he cat (

32 As Umberto Eco has pointed out, this is the general fallacy of angl\égstem of communicatiort A n y
language of images is based on the alleged fact that images exhibit some properties of the represented things. Yet
in any representable thing thendll always be a multitude of properties, and there are infinite pointseod

under which an image can be judged similar to somethingdels¢. Ec o 1 %ic® &nd Warbugton were of

course aware of this fact.

33 Warburton believed this is in fact the reason behind theolijeonfusion concerning hieroglyphs. They were

useds mul t aneousl y: they coexist and even fuse in the
by THI NGS having had their progressive state, from
(Warburton 1765 [1741]: 140). Similal y, Vi co: O0To enter now upon the ex
in which these three kinds of languages and letters were formed, we must establish this principle: that as gods,
heroes, and men began at the same time (for they were, afteeallyino imagined the gods and believed their

own heroic nature to be a mixture of the divine and human natures), so these three languages began at the same

ti me, each having its letters, whi ch develtyopteed al on
Vichian model, cf. Eco 1983b: 288 3 9 . Eco too remarked that o6the I|ine
very thin, not so much a question of semantics as of
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there back to the literal again (the animal cahaMloon-Goddes}ybecomes incontrollabl&’

This is not only the cause of a virtually incessant proliferation of symbolic expressions, but
also the underlying mechanism of idolatry, which both Vico and Waburton considered to be
directly related to the nature and developmenthigfroglyphic writing®> The danger of
idolatry is the greatest pitfall of expression by sensible images, as well as the best indicator of
the hieroglyphic sign systemés capaciity to
0 Numi n o u sndegssod doth as the capacity to induce the sense of a supernatural
presence and as the ability to suggest the persistence of a hidden meaning (as defined by
Halmi 2007: 7)i could aptly describe this particular propeffye paradoxical figure of the
hieroglyph viewed at the same time both as a-sleilarative sign and as a locus of mystery
thatpervades the Romantic poetic and scientific imaginary (Tucker 2010: 3% %X uzniar

2003, Halmi 2007: 1i 26, Holland 2009)has its intellectual roots in the eadighteenth
century linguistic theoriesFor the Romanticsthe hieroglyphic figure whether literary,

artistic or naturalmay lead directly to itsmmediately apparenmeaning, but it can also

6opendé to an i nf i nnaneannardhedntext simply cannot brevill aat c e s

34 This example, along with bers of the same kind, is discussed in Warburton 1765 [1741i]122.

¥6The tablet with the alphabets is put between the
phil osophies had their beginnindd, (tVhe of allosAe8 r[ell7idgdi]a
expounded to |l ength the connection between hierogly]

improved hieroglyphics, called Symbols (in which, it is confessed, the ancient Egyptian learning wagdpntain

the less obvious properties of animals occasioned their becoming marks, by analogical adaptation, for very
di fferent i deas, whet her of substances or modes; [ é
from the Essa ¢ suggestively titledComme n t |l 6®criture Hi ®roglyphique a
animaux(Warburton 1744: 25258).

% As remarked upon by Derridd, n War burtondéhiienrtoeglpyrpehtiact i wni ti ng ¢
knowledge like the detachable form of a containestors i gni fi er . I't structures the
1979: 126).Similarly, Jan Assmann notedlt he corr el ati on of medi a, epi ste
most striking features of Warburt onr2000t3h0k ory on t he
ct . Fri edr i cdéntireEgyptiaressygsterh of pidiographic writinfBilderschrift] is anatural script
[Naturschrift], at the same time riddle-language] R2 t h s e | s [ rhencehaksg the[[réyktiespiritual]
attentionandincti at i on tapudBucker 2010: 5081; itélics in orig.)
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regulate. As the iconic and the symbolic coexist and habitually slide into one another,
interpretation naturally vacillates.

The peculiarities of the materi al hier «
specific protems of representatio remarkable feature of the hieroglyphic templatene
that makes Vicods and War bur t on 0issthatt wthirme nt a
it, notes and things collapse not just in the sense that the #ragse notesput also in the
sense that there is no functional discrimination between things and the notes of things. It is as
if the painted (or otherwise figured) notation would be just a translucent interface allowing the
obj ect 6it haeg edrf coyr c ef amat warcaG,vias @ne c 6t empoa
manifest itself intactly, without any caesura or syncope.Moshe Barasch observed with
regard to Vicobdés theory of hieroglyphic rep
sign] betweenhe content that is being conveyed and the shape in which it is expressed,
bet ween the idea and the formd (Barasch 19
actual form, but also its mimetre-presentation, its pictorial doubl&his nondifferentiaton
between the inherent qualities of objects and their means of expression or outward figuration
reveals a rather interesting aspect of the early eighteentiry semiotics and aesthetics, and

that isthe complete transparency of the pictorial sign

% It is worthy of notice thah very similar idea is contained in the most important art theoretical treatise of the

time, namely inRéflexions critiques sur la poésie et sur la peint(iré19) written by the French critic and
historianJeanBaptiste Du Bosgometimes spelled Dubpou Bos b6 t heory of enmilsmeti c r
formal distinction between natural and artificial siggsPai nt i ng makes wuse oficmatur a
does not depend on education. They draw their force from the relation which nature herself has fixed between our
organs and the external objects, in order to attend to our preser®itiaps | do not express myself properly,

in saying, thatthe painer makes use of signs; 0ti s rnemphasseiind).er s el
Thoé our mind be not i mposed upon, our senses at | e
reflection of light, the shades, in short, everyththat can be the object of sight, present themselves in a picture,
just as we see BosHedh[17119]: 322k This aspectdf B B6 wr i t i rsgussédsn br i e
Rudowski 1974: 68384 and in Barasch 1990: BBL. It should be notedtha pai nti ng @xixhi bi t
the sense of committing to a naturalistic mode of representation, but in the senssmafnicating the actuality

(the force and energy) of the thing represenf@d.an extensive discussion of expressive imitation aesgyl to
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Warburton isparticularly keeron provingthis point.In his discussion othe historical
accounts on hieroglyphs provided by the Late Antique texts of Cleaieltexandria, he
noted that
the first kind of symbolic writinfthe curiologic]is by a plain ad simple imitation of the figure of the
thing intended to be representashich is directly contrary to the very nature of a symbol; a symbol
being the representation of one thing by the fi
should have &d, hieroglyphicswere written curiologically and symbolically that the curiologic

hieroglyphicswere byimitation; the symboli¢c by conversion [ € ] (17 6 5131 ifalitstin ] : 13
orig.)

Commenting on this passage, Barbara Maria Stafford observedbthadt e cur i ol ogi
involves the smallest possible gap, or displacement between object and its copy, neither
departing from nor transf or mi Ahe translation in® a | t
another medium does not affect, hinder or alter in @@y the semioticity of the first
(material) hieroglyphsdérhe first and most natural way of communicating our thouglgts

mar ks or figuresd, Warburton explained, O0i s
first essay towards writing was a meretpred (Warburton 1765 [1741]: 71)n short the
concept o f Omere pictured suggests the sem
mimetic counterparts! t i s true t hat déspitebtheappearantes of ar g

commonsensethat made it sqpopular among the Enlightened scholargkes itin fact

di fficult to imagine just h oJamesaElkiasmeriglet top i ¢t
observe that War burton gives very |li(the |l e e
examples with whch he il lustrated his text are al
char aandiisisdéefv er y | i kel y that t heyEknsli99ht on

125) Buttodi smi ss War burtonds s equ &aouldbetaogrioaknt e n e

the fact that the Omere picturebd, just | i ke

t r o mp eimitatidroire dighteentitentury artistic and literary theory, see Rothstein 1976, especially pp. 313
320.
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only a theoretical proposal and thatpre thanbeingan attempt at historical reconstitutjon

Warburtoinde

t & ® ® r lyihassemiotictonsou.¥

THE HIEROGLYPH AS SEMIOTIC TEMPLATE
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symbolic

¢ 6episto

material
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tropical

enigmatical

hierogrammatical

thing as such
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1
1
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1
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1
1
1
1
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1

1

1

1

O6mer e piépictured characteré highly stylized
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. characte @nark)

figure above) pictorialor graphicrepresentatioii a n d
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side (6, i1 side '
by acti o : i
- \
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nondifferentiated employment inside texts, aided by a

relative visual equivalence

Figure 3: The possible modes of expression within the hieroglyphic template.

What Warburton sought to demonstraeahat wthin this allembracing templatésee

her e

® b uralgrshoodandits 1 s

full equivocity T progresses along relations of contiguityarburton 1765 [1741]: 124 sjq

To prove this point, he resortedd4everalexamples of American Indian and Siberian picture

%t is almost impossible to imagine a reading of Egyptian hieroglymihrsof any other Ancient artifacts, for that

matteri ba s e d

on Vicods

and

War burtonos

interpretative

render results no less abstruse andfdtrhed than those of Kircher (cf. Gombrich 1972: 185). That it is the

conceptual hardcore of their theories thatmately matters and not their pretence to historical truth, can be

testified by the aesthetic writings of the Early Romantics, who tookiodiectly or through the mediation of

the Encyclopédieo r

of

historical and documentary scaffold.

Condill acbés T&8adb Ro themm &lEle ldrgely forswearingrityg s
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writing, as well asof Chinese characters, whidhe believed @uld better illustrate the close
sequenceying in material hieroglyphs) me r e panaddtpu rcet suér e d Warbbudon act e
based his analysis axampledike thesefor heuristic reasongie reckoned thatonEgyptian
Ohieroglwepths@ fcoluree of devel opmen-tetchadni mp ¢
al |l usi ons 01766 Wa4d]b168170p and so they never reached an exceedingly
ornamental or purposefully abstruse phaseexenplified what he thought wathe progress
from Omerespi ¢o Opictured characterso6 thro
pictographic writing which he believedto bethe primeval method of cerding laws and

history, as couldstill be seen i n  Wa r b uambngsh thes Matansmead in some
Siberan tribes.In the first stagethey are purely referentiaas the pictorial doubles of real
entities and particular everasd not abstract conceptad. 2.3.a). Warburtorthoughtthat, in

the course of time, people gradually learned to abridgethé gaith not at i ons, fr
pictured to t heprogesshe helieved coddba doaumented i the history

of the Chinese writing systerile attempted to do that followirtge fanciful reconstructions
published by Kircher in his famou€hina illustrata (1667), the most comprehensive
sinological treatise available at the tifffeOwing to hisassumptiorthat unlike the Ancient
Egyptians,t he Chinese are Othe | east i nventi ve
mysteryo ( WalrdiJu9al) Wanburtbrfl B5 [1741]: 86was convinced t the
development of theiwriting system was less subjected to metaphorical displacements, and
therefore could better illustrate the various intermediary stages between thegiuiaold the

symbolc (Fig. 2.3.b).

Looking at thevaried examples of Chines&c ur i ol o gi c¢ which iaspied)y | y p h
Warburton(Fig. 2.3.c and 2.3l), we find that it is not always easy to determine the boundary
between the mimetic representation and the contracted gretpdmacter Some, like thestill
vaguely patterned agglomeratiored fish, turtles, and leaves, appear closer to their natural

prototype,i  a manner reminiscent of what mu s t

40 As Umberto Ecq1995: 160)pointed out despite the naiveté of his reconstructioischer has the merit of
being the first among his contemporaries to heseognizeddChinesehiero g | y pdsiexrengely stylized
images
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pi ct othees ar@lready so stylized &s attenuate the potentiiurative suggestios) but

most of them casuallgtraddle the line between the image and the miamglicit in this
observation is the idea that, even in their most abstract or highly stylized versions, Chinese
marks retain sontking of the transparency of the pictorial double, in a way that allows the
onl ooker to o6travel d the path of contigui
described by Warburton in a sort of reversed perspective, from the graphic character to the
naural object If the ideographic mark can afford a glimpse into its figurative (and, by
extension, material) prototyptheillustrationsi n  Ki r cher 6 s an dseamaa bur t
suggest thatin its turn,the natural object adumbrates or can alreddy o n't avirtnadb t h e
graphic charactet. n War burt ondéds account, O6a physical
an articulating image and as a textdéd (Staf
modern media studies, it can be at the same thediumandé wr i tt en® message.
seem implausible when considered that Kircher wrote that the meanings of Chinese characters

A

remained grounded or o6éwritten indé in the ob

Chinese formed their fitscharacters from everything that they saw in nature, and that they expressed
their thoughts with the arrangement of these characters. Therefore, when they are describing things with
a fiery nature, they use serpents, asps, and dragons which by theulgagirangement will indicate a
particular word. For describing airy things they used pictures of birds, and for water matters, fish. When
they are creating characters from nature, they use branches, flowers, or leaves. For stars, they use points
or cirdes, each of which expresses a single star. For indifferent thingsisied wood, globes, or thread.
(Kircher 1987[1677]: 216)

The idea that hieroglyphs can and originally did functioatonymically( f i sh f or 0
matterso, bi r ds) ahdonot by symbolig cohvarsidrefg \Warburtore 1765.

[1741]): 7475) is a step toward the idea that the concrete, convefreen unmanipulated
fragment of nature is also capable of expres$idhere are some such primitive hieroglyphs,
Kirchercandidyad mi t s at one point, O6which cannot b

structure of the [ chKrcherd3a82[L667]: 218)ayet thbirestatfisiag u r e

“1 Cf. JeanBaptiste Du Bos‘The reason of the difference between the impression made by the object, and that
made by the imitation, is obvious. The most finished imitation hath only an artificial existence, wowelo
life; whereaghe force and activity of nature meet in the object imitaée are influenced by the real objects, by

virtue of a power which it hath received for that end from nafueemp h a s i Bu Bos il 7&[171%9]23).
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signifiers remains unabateflut even agpresumablypsemic signifiershey hae, at the very
least,the capacity to affect human perception in a particular Wag.figures of asps, dragons

and serpents are used to signify ofiery th
just like wood and thread are used to representn di f f er ent thingso or
impressive nature. In any case, objects and beings borrow something of their inner properties
whether seen or knowng the concept they serve to illustralieis as if the agency or the

O0r het or i c sadd trefregutating entervemtion of man meet halfway in the first
charactersObjects it would seemare active principlesand oftenappearinvested with an
animatingor signifyingpower of their ownthey have a kind of autonomous agereyjuality
thatallowsthemt o O r a d i abefer® andmeyandthe stgctures of particular (human)
linguistic usagé? This meanings, at its origins and before the codifying intervention of man,

at once tautological and ineffable. Just like thieonastic and metaphical language of
savages with which both Vico and Warburton have explicitly compared therhetdirst
materialcharactersre endowed witla sort ofexpressive energgomethiny that renders itself
immediately (in the sense of directly communicatings @ell as of having no intervening
medium other than, itselfjput at the same time escapes articulatioih Warburton 1765

[1741]: 174).

Sensible images by which we understand objects as such, but also the tropes
composing the Ohfiwglhll yoffi matreati ale, i magesd | ¢
(Warburton 1765 [1741]: 179) trigger an affective (and, on a later, secondary plane, an
aesthetic) respons€onsidered within the frame of communication theory, they can perhaps
be best understood dim the perspective of themotive and conative functionghey
communicate and impress through their mere presence and can dispensgntathical
organization,discourse owparaphraseTheir laconism can be awespiring. Thisis perhaps

part of the reson why, for Vico, the hieroglypkthe sensible image, whether material or

42 According to someriterpreters, this view is supported by the wide understanding of writing ilNele
Science Thus, David L. Mar shall savittua O wWhiat | Vg &@lo dwe th r 0
fepi stolaryo qualities offsigns iaihé absemcd of a sigrseesrsde d( Mahres hpad sl
155).
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verbal) retains is sacred meaning, or, at any rate, remains an appropriate vehicle for sacred
content. hus,he writes:06 Th e h i e r saged gr gderet dangaagemphasis mig], by

means of mute acts. This is suited to the uses of religion, which it is more important to attend
to than to tal k ab olikewise, Werbuctan retn&kedBthe[siinifadtids] :
betweerthe hieroglyphic modef expression of savage andi€htal nationsand the symbolic

i mages and the 01l an g ulegaeredavfitersaotthei Oddraidd the Memv o y «
Testamerg, concludingthabt he prophetic style seems to b
[ capit al sWarbmtona765 [1741]:d82).13 This is not due to any supposed
Operfectiond of this type Wafburtonoemained ¢onsastent o n
in his attempt to debunk the p)rbetdooanmezept i o |

contingencyname |l y t o Gouwtds messagetb the dim @andejstanding of the

“6The old Asiatic style [i.e., the style of the Anc
and the Chinese], so highly figurative, seems likewise, by what we find dritains, in the prophetic language

of the sacred writers, to have been evidently fashioned to the mode of ancient Hieroglyphicsriblathic and

tropical [ i t al i c sWarburtond765 [1¥41]:181). An example of curiologic verbal hieroglyph veibe

using 6sword and bowd to denote oédwarrioré or Obal anc
of tropicalv er b al hieroglyph would be naming hostile inva
founders of emai s e antyWadbrpraaisd soded thabvhen men first thought of

recording their conceptions, the writing would be, of course, that pietyre which was before painted in the
fancy[emphasis ming] and from thence, d e I1765 @&1].elda 18Q) Aboub thed s 6  ( V
language of prophets and barbarians he observedthat i s way of expressing the tFh
coincides with that, of r ecor.diTnhge tdhreen spaakingRoy addfelt RiEe e[ nc
andwriting by picturédi s best il lustrated in the prophetic texts
Darius and Idanthus, King of tfec yt hi ans. Of Il dant hus 6hemarnenmar koefd stphea
message being to supplythcspeech and writing, the purport of it was, we see, expressed by a composition of

action and pictured (Warburton 1765 [1741]113; italics in orig.) | would like to avail myself of this short

anthology of quotes to note the adamantine semiotic unity®et n t he ment al hieroglyph
the fancyo), the bodily or materi al hieroglyph (6s
hieroglyph (éwriting by pictured), and the verbal hi
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early menand to communicate with therm the only idiom they knew and could
comprehend?

But if Warburton did not attach any positive vadue a form of expressionwhich in
other circumstances led to suahhorrent results as the Egyptian animal cdito seemed
willing to recognize inita ¢ e r t a i(\fico 10484 1v44)u 24 a capacity for iquence
which later, rationalized developmem@nnot matchnor fully substitute farFurthermore, he
believed t hat this O0geni us o6for beasible Bnageshwere, mfter ad, o f
the means by which God infused an ¢6éidea o
primitive subjectsHowever precarious or distorted this idea may have bewmsithe only
one their benighted understanding could gia8po 1948 [1744]: 6263). If God Himself can
resort, in His condescendence hieroglyphical forms of communicatiph h e n O[i ] nac
as this mode of expression may have been to the divineenegsit attempted to articulate, it
can still be regarded asform of revelatiojemphasis mine] which proud reason should not
be all owed to despise or obscured6 (Gombrich

Of course, the early eighteertentury material hieroglyph is someth very different
from Kircherés portentous hieroglyphs or, f
pasigraphy. It is neither inherently transcendental (even if Vico and Warburton admit the
possibility of its becoming a vehicle for divine sdation), like the first, nor is it tinged by the
Paracelsian belief in eeticularand altpervadingb| anguage of n aButufore 6, I
al | t hat S e ptaeg aart telsd t rhaet edrdioantn hi er ogl ymh fr c
neverthelessstill retains not just something of their fallacies (numinousness, ultimate
inscrutability), but something of their fundamental presupposition, as well, the idea that
objects in the world compose a language. shown above, this does not apply sol&
artifactsWar burt ondés notion of the materi al hier

affords an inlet to theealm of naturalia. By establishing the ground zero of expression in

“AsWarhurt on expl ained, 6when GOD pleases to deal witht
treat them according to their infirmities; a method which hath all the Marks of highest wisdom as well as
g 0 o d N(\Weashsirton1765 [1741]:196). For the saméssue, but with special application to problems of Early

Modern oneirocriticism, see Browne 19817 98.
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materi al objects, whet her andi fWaacrtbsur 6 on d =
participatei albeit obliquelyi in the history of(semiotiq ideasconcerningthe legibility of

the physicalworld.

24. The Mor phol ogi cal Templ at es of t he

Charactersbo

Taking a quick, cursory look #tie both the preceding and the subsequent elaborations on the
problem of areadable/decipherable wor{tbughly between 1650 and 182@)e find thatthe
concept of the material hieroglyph appears as a nodal point in a web of interrelated ideas,
placed somewhie midway in a concatenation that goes from the Baconian milieu of
seventeentitentury universal language projects to the Romantic reappraisal of the idea of a
6speakingd, Ocreatived nat ur“® Seerin thi$ broaders ci e
perspective the notion of aparly self-determinedconcrete language of objects and beimgs
the works of Vico and Warburtooould be considered as a special instanGerather, a
specifically earlyeighteenth century reformulatioof the ageold idea of aseltexpressing
nature. This point is specifically insisted upon arbara M Stafford, who wrote that
War burtonés theory of | anguage O6sets in a
(Stafford 1984: 238).

Alongside Barbara MStafford (984:239, 1987,1988: 12 14), researchers like Paolo
Rossi (1987) and William B. Ashworth J2003: 155156) have suggested that the early
eighteenth century accounts on the nature and developméartgofage and culturghow, at
times, a great keenness toethheoreticaland methodologicalpresumptions of late
seventeentitentury and Enlightenment naturalistfie most obvious such congruency is the

Ssimultaneous di scovery of 0Odeep ti meo. T h

“>SeeN o v aThéDisdiples at Sai$1792) andDasAllgemeine Brouillor(1798/1799)Wi | hel m Wackenr o
Confessions from the Heart of an Art LayiRriar (1799, and Sa mu e | Lag 8drneongl8d&y1813)s
See also Dieckmann 1955: 3G4.1.
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development of language pasdfl the eighteentbentury historicization of natur@atureas

history, natureashavinga-history) The reliable testimonies of these arduous and continual

processegthe development of language and the historical unfolding of natufe) telttale

signs of their coming about are corporeal expression (vestiges of archaic speech), in one

case, and physical data (vest i J°Tbesesinsarat ur

recurrent, they punctuate the flow of a continual development andnatieisisense, ever

presentCorporeal expression survivestime modern, fully articulated speech that built upon

it and partially sublimated {fVico 1948 [1744]: 149Warburton1765 [1741]:179 181), just

like the constantlybeingproduced marks of mattegfossils, stony concretiondjnes of

growth) subsist agrchivalrecordsof nat ur eds ongoing cycles of
On a related note, the belief in an expressive energy of natural objects is consonant

with the recrudescence otigstvitalistic conceptionsn natural history and philosophafter

175Q The image of aessentially dynamic nature was coupled vitd belief inaninherent

animation of matter whi ch was often described as 6a

escaped clear definiticH.In acordance withthe view that processes in nature follow an

ascending order, from the simple to the complex (Rigotti 1986: 215), this belief in an

irreducible yet unknown actualizing force Jelom 1745 onwardsto speculationon the

existence of an (unseeayitonomous agency which organizes mdti@m within andwhich

guides the development of beingg e r y of t en including i nani

mineralg, on both the ontogenetic and the phylogenetic leyRigotti 1986: 228233

®cf. Buffon 1780: 1: 6Just as in civil History one ¢
inscriptions [ é]agf |N&teuwri asle, Hii st drhye, fdred dmust researc

monuments from the bowels of the earth, gather their remnants, and reassemble in a corpus of evidence all the

indices of physical changes which can enable us to retrace thediffer ages of Nature. 6 [ 6C
civile, on consulte |l es titres, on recherche | es mc
dans | 6Hi stoire Naturell e, il faut f oui lellesrvieuk e s ar

monumens, recueillir leurs débris, & rassembler en un corps de preuves tous les indices des changemenes
physique qui peuvent nous faire remonter aux diff ®r €
7 On the reintroductiorof impulses, sympathiesynergy, magrtesm, andot her myst er i oins 6 act

the explanatiomf natural phenomenaspecially after the midentury, see Reill 2003: B38.
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Ibrahim 1987. In sone cases, the workings of this autonomous agemeydescribed as
striving for expression not devoid of aesthetic and metaphysical overfomasst interesting
devel opment of this i dea Cansidératians ghilosophigueg a n
surl a gradati on n at#Hire eullek essad desldatiire quiragpeenddaire | 6
| 6 h o, puirished inl768

Robinet believed that all beings are conceived and formed on the basis @fu ni q u e
desiighéo call ed 0 opraotaypen @ Whicle they argndtheng dtherahan
variations graduated to infinifRrobinet 1768: 12). This natural gradation of forms of Being
is a slow march toward§t he most el egant, the most subl
where the erudition shise wi t h the great es(Robipeot7p8: & nd s
towards the summit of all creation, which he identifigith man Robinet envisaged this
march as an ascent from the simple to the complex, from crude matter towards the pure
intelligible. He conénded thatijn its seemingly unrelentingrogress, this ascent might even
surpass mam the future (Robinet 1768: 112). The multiplying, varying, complicating, the
expanding and the contracting of the prototype resulted in the creation of species, which
Robinet call ed t he 0dugraual nearciiRobmet hdd& 6)Bud o f
whil e Natureds effort to o6fill every nuanc
possibility advances steadily, every metamorphosis of the prototype is af gentuine
creativity. Although the prototype is only one and perfect and complete in itsedfdnits
variationsand canevenrender singular formatiorfS.Such isthe case of monsterBar from
being mere aberrations, theye an integral part of uréd s p | an, hel ping
transition towards the neighboring forms at the upper le{Rlsbinet 1768: 197199)

Monsters are examples of tbapacity to achievstronger displacemeswvithin an established

“6la solution |l a plus ® ®gante, |l a plus subl deme, | a
pompe & de fasteébd
““Robinet 1768: 7: O0A stone, an oak tree, a horse are

rough types of humans) that they pertain to an identical primitive design and in that they are all the product of

the @ame idea in a more or less developed fgfrm mphasi[dUmene) edr e, un ch°ne,
point des hommes; mais ils en peuvent étre regardés comme des types plus ou moinsegnossieree qu 61 | s
rapportent 7 un m° nes dseosnste itno upsr ilnei tpirfo,d u8 tq udédiuljn e m° m
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configuration (Robinet 1768: 198nd, in thissense,tiwo ul dn 6t b ethavtheyng t
give the true measur e of Mdndteesmgy seem stiangpand s ¢
exceptional in the realm of more developed beings, but they are in fact quite common in that
of less complex and less réguones, such as that of miner@®obinet 1768: 19200).Thus,

0f ossi | T rhe mante eRobnét gives to figured storiesre nothing other than
prefigurations of the beingsto comies k et c he s 6 (ad &tisaaNatorh lefsbéhjnd t h a t
from he repeated attempts to create man.

It is true that the vestiges of these trialghe halfformed human figures and the
various individually formed body parisare a far cry front he pr ot ot ypeds st
accomplishmentlt would seem that, at lstin the earlier stages of the process, Nature
stammers in its effort to achieve full expression (man), that she is, in a tmitségical
(Robinet 1768: 1315). To put it another wayNaturesesemsendowed with a kind of creativity
that is similar to e clumsy and heedless wag$ the primitive artisanPerhaps more

importantlyt he i maged o6fossi l monsterso (possibly
tractable, nature) e v e a | an essenti al as p e prototypef likeRo b i n
Buf fonds O&6émoule int®rieurd (O6internal mo u |

t y pids@)igured and configuring templat# is a seHpicturing concrete image (concrete in

the sense of being consubstantial with, and determinantsomedium), which Stafford
implicitly likens to the material hieroglyph (Stafford 1984: 234)Robinet did not use
hieroglyphic terminology, although, when he had to explammperfectmanner in which the
prototype was first actualized fossils, he reortedto a comparison witthe shortcomings of
thedanci ent styl ed of n iBokmaking (RBbinetelk68: 434y OfEgy p t
course, it is possible to dismiss such analogies as the more or less rhetorical inheritance of the
old NatureasArt topos B u t even so, i f we consider the
hieroglyph, abstract its featurend compare them with those of the prototype,find that
propinquity is indeed tenablén the sense in which the prototype is a contracted figure

expressing the essence of a being and, at the same time, an actual, physical part of that being
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or even that being in its entiréfy the prototype can be callédmutatis mutandi§ a 6 r e a |
character o, a hier ogl y p acceptianof the rm.eAacortling toe i g h
Robinetds own definition, the prototype is
of the realm to which it belongs, is an instantiation of the prototype), and an intellectual
principle. These qualitie$ figure-note and thing beingthing and noteintellectual principle
notioni coexist simultaneously in the prototype:
The prototype isa model which represents Being reduced at its most succinct:tétrns an
inexhaustible font ofvariations.Each variation thugealized produces a Bein@nd can be called a
metamorphosis of the prototype, or rather of its first envelope which has been its first actualization. The

prototype isan intellectual principlewhich does not alter when realized in mat{&obinet 1768: 6;
enphasis mine)

®Similarly, the internal mould is a 6c amte\anbodyf or mod

of that being (Buffon 1792: 290, 26304). The internal mouldsformgud es t he gr owt h of t he
external and internal di mensions6 and augments pro
blueprint, does not change (Buffon 1792: 303). It thus follows that the form aambeivedseparately fronthe

body as such, even though in actuality they are consubstaBtialf f on admi tted that 6i n
impossiblemetaphor (see Ibrahim 1987: 5%/5 9 ) , combining, as it does, t w
refers to sometrhnanlgd stuogp ebrefpitedii)gil ntgh@iunngthe he i nsi sted t|

the words, and that i s nothi ng cBha hotiom ddntaingosemantic N t h e
tension analogous to that containedime sy nt agm etma swshievree séumafsasci ve 6 i s t
sense of 6subst ant i(Buffod 1782r 298293n (Heraen Igwousd dike sa adbserveetibat the

syntagm 6real characterd contains a semantensonliesensi or

in the association of words, not in the idedhi s &ésurfaced or bi di mensional
organizes the mass of a being is a figure or a configuration (cf. Ibrahim 1987: 574), in other words, something
very much like an imagduffon himself pointedto the visual nature of the internal mould when he wrote that if

our eyes would have been so constructed as to see the internal mould, they would have surely seen it (Buffon
1792: 29129 2 ) . Li kewi se, t he beingthesthpng,iard yei it ihitee thing; amirgagemwiihichh o u t
is condensed in the mindds mirror and yet identical
eighteenth century material hieroglyph (see scheme above), there is no discrintietiean the object and its

semiotic double.

L de prototype esun model e qui repr ®sent [:6 Ectrees tr ®udnu i fto n'd sien
variations.Chaque variation réalisée, donne un E&epeut étre appellée une métamorphose du proeotou

plutét de sa premiére enveloppe qui en a été la premiere réalisation. Le prototype@m@stipe intellectuedjui

ne sbaltere quben se r®alisant dans | a mati re. o
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Furthermorethe prototypelike the internal mould (cf. Ibrahim 198%59, Reill 2005: 5656),
isa OoOwel dingdé of form and feouslcas stractuce and aracese e p
(Robinet 1768: 11).

Doubtlessly naturalistsof the Enlightenment who were so acutely aware of the perils
of O6abstr act -cengepttakzatiorof. Reilh2003:a2934)i would have scorned
the idea of assimilating their morphological templatesto not i on so Oheavy
meaning, suclas thatof dhieroglypldé However, it is just as likely that they would not have
had any objection t oDefmedl akéian gk itnhde mo féo crharmrla c ©
i mp r (Didetod1777: 285¥, 0 ¢ h avasauset! ® méan in turn, but, most oftetthan
not, concurrentlyi essential feature, physical trait, and outward figuration €@ah 1979:
22i24) In this sense, it would not be wrong to see the charactedight@rdavatar of the
hieroglyph (they were sometimes used interchangeably; cer&tid777: 264)Without the
intention to press this analogy any furthe
itself is a remnant from the times when tiaion of anisomorphy between natural object and
semiotic construcfwhether thisconsr uct bore the name Ohierogl
still held to be plausible and was shklieved tocapture an essential truth about the order of
the world.

Anyway, the idea of an underlying affinity between natural object and hieroglyph
somehav survived, making a bold comeback in the late eighteenth century, in the writings of
the Romantics and thiaturphilosophenNovalis expounded his view owhat he thought
should be the object of natural philosophith a choice of words thattrongly recls the
early eighteeth century material hieroglyph 6 S badliesbnd figuresbe nouns’ forces,
verbsi and the theory of Naturet he art of deci phering. d (No
italics in orig.).Nature is seen as a figural narrative, sometivery much like a hieroglyphic

frieze waiting to be deciphered (cf. Dieckmann 1958l 312).

26une sorte de marque ou dbéempreinte subsistanted
“Thus, Dider otheobvoerdv eficc htahatct@®tr © i s one of those [V
di fferent from the figurative onedé [O6l e mot caract
(Diderot 1777: 285).
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The similarities between the hieroglyphic template and the various
biological/morphological templatggoposed byeighteenthcentury naturalists are not alysga
symmetrical, of cours@ndshould be taken with a pinch of sdiut they do say something of
what Peter Hanns Reill called the eplbishos
brief survey of common or consonant themes cannot do justice ¢torm@exity of the bigger
picture (a comprehensive argumentation would by far exceed the scope of this work);
therefore | will not insist here on these aspectg further | just want to keep them in view as
a general backgroundlVhat | am immediately irdrested in and would like retain for my
argument is that(1.) Before the quantification and systematization of the natural sciences in
the last quarter of the eighteenth century, it was admitted that nature can be creative,
particular, even exceptionah its figurations' it was admitted, in short, that nature, too, can
O0speak by acti on §2.)8afode thé separatioa of faith am isciehce weeathe
manifest sometime arourtkde mid-century, it was accepted that this form of expressambe
assumed by God Himself as a pedagogical device or as a way to manifest His providence.

Coming back to t hadisoflnglittte gnterest and eelevanceatd f a i
remark thatin the first decades of the eighteenth century, roughly arourdry shortly after
the time when Beringer was tricked by a farce playing on the very idea of a (presumably)
naturally formed set of figured, pictograpiaoking stonesthe notion of a concrete language
of objects and bei ngters)\Whch carasigdify faturally wag & maptdr i ¢
of concern on a relatively wider scale and among scholars and men of letters who thought and
wrote independently of each otheConsidered from the perspee of the material
hieroglyph,some of the obseniato ns Ber i nger made with rega
acquire a more familiar ringHis readiness to endorse the existence of natural phenomena
which straddle the boundaries between the linguistic, the pictorial, and the organic, his
insistence that figresi which he chose to describe@x har act er sé or O6hi e
(Beringer 1963 [1726]: 88) are consubstantial to their mediwand, moreover, that théyave
a necessary relation tine inward reality of that mediur(Beringer 1963[1726]. 23 ard
passim) appear in a different, more revealing ligiiven the fact that he considered the

Ligensteingo be endowed with a kind of expressive enérderinger thought it appropriate
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towriteofa Omute ehatueoacérdestiyfoptecangd i fi cence of
things vil ed[1726BH)yiiseeqe less lké® & Flement of pious rhetoric and
more like arequisitepart in a more integrated conception.

This typeof approach seenespecially suitable here, fars impossible, phdlogically
speaking, to prove other than a structur al
conceptions that were elaborated and developed in isolation from one another. At the very
most, the texts afford the possibility to document the existeim the first decades of the
eighteenth century, of a particular climate of thought in which, as Isaiah Berlin appositely
remar ked with regard to Vicobds souwrucesl,abcdr
(apud Rossi 1987:ixi).>* It is almostcertain that Vico and Warburton never read each other.
There is no evidence that either of them read Du Bos. Vico began working Stibnza
Nuovain the early 1720s, less than decade before Warburton began started working on his
own tract, and continuett o r ewri te and refine it in fu
progress. The converse must also be true, for Warburton, who was so scrupulous about his
documentation that he quoted even private corresponderecej | d have certai nl
writings anong his sources, had he encountered them. The French naturalists of the mid
eighteenth century knew Warburtondés theory
either directly or through the compilations written as entries foiEtheyclopédie but they
seem unaware of thaeeper underlying congruencies between their descriptions of processes
of becoming and hisThe Romantics were familiar with the work of the Enlightenment
naturalists (particularly Buff onoesdedtotihert t h
writings onnature, as well (Halmi 2007: 181), is customarily referred back to Vico and
Warburton (Dieckmann 1955: 308, Gombrich 19786 and 189, Connelly 1993: i34,

Halmi 2007: 20) both of whom they never cited

> Referring to this aspect, Paolo Rossiadtl t tecsely bédause it is true that ideas travel without labels, it is
important not to establish nonexistent relationships, but to document possible correspondences or similitudes in
problems and solutiongndependentlyof Vico, and on cultural teains very different from his, doctrines and
theories came to elaborated, between the middle of the seventeenth and the middle of the eighteenth centuries,

that || talian schol @Rossil88%;italjcsimaorig) as #AViconi ano
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3. THE LUGENSTEINEAS ONATURAL HI EROGLYPHS®

Orhe riddles of God are more satisfying than the solutions of ndan
Gil bert Keith Chesterton, Al ntr o

3.1. The Question of Agency and Meaning

The prevailing 1 mpr ess.isthatd thd eecitemeneandlaleringss B e r
one normally experiences when one is on the verge of making an important discovery. He
even excuses himself at one point for the sloppiness of his writing, stating that he had to resort
to a more imperfect manner afr r angi ng the materi al O6becau
compl etion of my wor ko6 (Beringer 1963 [172
conviction that he was writing a dissertat.
ofthecont over si al objects discovered in Francol
excitement is easy to understand, for, as it has been alreidgch(1.2; Rudwick 1972: 89

90) , his O6discoveryd throws i ntandémateriof al |
fossil s. No |l ess than eight theories fell u
of occult qualities, the theory of signatures, the theory of plastic nature, thahsermia

the Diluvial theory, that ofNatura naturars (or lusus naturag as well as another
unprecedented twoone that viewed the stones as ancient pagan or Jewish talindrm)e

that viewed them as negatives stamped on photosensitive earthy matter (these last two | will

henceforth call, forthe sakef conveni ence, the 6darchaeol ogi
i mprint t heoryo). Al | of them were examine
believed that the stupendous Oharvestodo on
Lithology:
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| hold all these theories in the highest regard, and to some | give unqualified assent as explanations of
other species of petrifactions. This only will | attempt to demonstrate in the following chapters: that the
nature of our stones is so unusual tigtvery novelty eludes the afementioned opinions, however
well-established by documentation and searching experimemtéBeringer 1963 [1726]: 486)

In the following, | shall argue that:
(1) he refuted all theories then in existence because hevedlithe nature and origin of the

stones fit a different, altogether new, theory;

2this new theory, this Onew course of argu
compl etely resol ved2) is(omdhatiasserts the ekifedoB divinely7 2 6 ] :
determined, yet naturally formed, materi al

(3) his theory s indicative of an implicit semiotic assumptiavhich largely resembles the
notonof O materi al hi eroglyphsdéd that watsentbei ng
century.

It was alreadyoted that Beringewas not a sloppy observerui@e on the contrarythe
larger part of the tract is comprised of strict, empirical observation. So how could he be so
wrong? There is a strong and somewhat unsettling coriiedsteen what is very accurate
empirical observation and critical t hinking
reasoning and conclusions. It has been observed that all observation/perception-iadesory
(Daston and Galison 199Paston2001, Singy 2006: 56&7), but this holds evetruerfor the
Early Modern era. Eighteenth century observation, in particular, is not the disimpassioned,
objective datareduction techniguebservation became after the emergentegositivism
(Daston 2001 8®1 and 88i 89, Singy 2006). Personal interpretation underlies observation at
al | ti mes. It was not the acuity of percep
capacity to arrive at a comprehensive understanding of the relations betweesritiues v

aspects of that which was being observedr, otherwise stated, the capacity to arrive at

theory. As Patrick Singy pointed out, O o]
with an eidetic r e dheolsenemid othleddids) lgegan RiDigGry 6 4 )
with (and constantly boreinmipd synt heti c representation, a

observedIn the time Beringer was writing, observation did not preclude theory and was not

free of conjecture; rather, it prggposd them (Daston 2001: 800, Singy 2006: 66)That
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means, one observed objects and phenomena to demonstrate or confirm the validity of a
theory.

It is very likely that Beringer did have a theory, even if he avoided nami(d. it
Melvin Jahn in Beringer 198 127) There is evidence in the text that he was planning a
second, revised and enlarged, editior_idhographise Wircburgensisafter he had received
the reactions of the scientific communitiyor example,in several places of the tract he
referred tohs di ssertation as O0this first edi ti
concluding paragraph of the book he wrote that any shortcomings of the text and of the
Il lustrative materi al wi || be correcphg,d i n
with a more ample set of illustrations, better arranged, and augmented by new and very rare
stones of exotic f i gur dtdsdpossibBeehat thatgsecond &déién3 |
would have contained a more boldly formulated conclusion anckments that were left as
mere hints in the first edition would have been straightforwardly articuéatddetter argued
as a fullyfledged theoryin the secondGiven that his ambitions were cut short by the bitter
revelation of the fraud and by theawmdal that followed, we will never knowhere are
howeverthree major clues inthissengg&)hi s repeated | i kening of
Egyptian hieroglyphs(2)t he i conography of (3)thed&orewordot t 0 s
B er i n tydemt,dhe medicine candidate Georg Ludwig Hueber (Hueberg).

A number of interesting features already sets ltigensteineapart from all other
petrifactions: their emblerike pictorial quality, the centrality and consistency of the figures,
the juxtapodion of incongruous elements (as if their design were following a symbolic
ordering principle), and, in some cases, the superposition of whitihige Liigensteineare
6suggestive of phyl acteriesd and very3much
[1726]: 92). Thev i s u a |l di mension of Beringer o6bleimr gum

writing in an age that gave more and more credit to visual evidence. Especially afterthe mid

*>Beringer 19631726]:3536: 6The figures expressed on these ston
fitted to the dimensions of the stones, that one could swear that they are the work of a very meticulous sculptor.
Fore there is scarcely one in which thednsions of the figure are not perfectly commensurate to the length and
breadth of the tablet. 6
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seventeenth century, researchers began to include images intaltimeoffacts even if an
iconographical method had not yet been establiBatke 2003: 293). | would argue that the
i mplications of Beringerdés visual compari sc
Beringer draws a direct analogy between soifmas stones (at least) and taglyphic scarab
amulets Fig. 3.1.1.43.1.1.c) described by Kircher fDedipus agyptiacug1654):
Studying these [the scar ab thanthdy eresnotiumike ihe seeehae r 6 s
smallencased frogsollected on our mountajnone of which | included in Plate II, with only this
difference, that the Egyptian scarabs have the belly elaborated to a level surface, and inscribed with
Gnostic characters or with Egyptian or other hieroglyphic symbols. @lerfliogs (thougHh could call
them scarabs, so closely do they resemble the form of those exhibited by Kircher, especially in details of

the headl are completely surrounded by perfect shell, with the underside of rough and unpolished stone.
(Beringer 198 [1726]: 88; emphasis mine)

Furtheron, he made a similar remark

My stone statuettes exhibit, not a swathed infant, but a spiral or oblong shell, sometimes with the head of
an idol protruding, while in other figures the corresponding place is inscrilitadawcharacter or
hieroglyphic symbolas we shall illustrate later. A figure not dissimilar to these,bmadting a striking
resemblance to the Egyptian penatesn be seen in Plate Il. (Beringer 1963 [1726]: 90; emphasis mine)

Similar evidence is praged by the analysis of the frontispiece piiRtg. 3.1.1.d) | would
argue that, i f that O&édsynthetic imaged that
Beringerdés tract, it is to be found dem t he
times, the frontispiece concentrated the idea of a work, it gave clues as to how it should be
interpreted, and also functioned as a visual memento, as an abridged version of the text. For
exampl e, Vico stated that odtidpeecehnmap servetd givet he
the reader some conception of this work before he reads it, and, with such aid as imagination
may afford, to call it back to mind after F
he added, 0st aledk ]i n hteha dlerai eoffe gthesummar y o6
was not | imited to philosophical or I iterar
importance ofvisual mo d e s of di scour sed ( Rudwi ck 197
geological scieres, especially in the Early Modern era. He gives special attention to the
frontispiece: 60ln many books the only il lu
reason always deserves especially close scrutiny, since it functioned as a visual soinmary
what the author and / or the publisher con:
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1976: 154). Here too, it imore than likely that the iconography was suggested by Beringer
himself and, therefore, the allegory in the frontispiece should beted as an example of
understatedi or, better yet, otherwise statéd theory. | believe that by analyzing the
frontispiece it is possible to decant several important ideasthnd,t o gr asp Beri
intentions with more certainty.

The viewemedé bwethe figure of a seated
of laurels on her head and the olive branch in her left hand, is an allegorical personification of
Peace. (The reason behind this choice was, most probably, the intention to send a message of
flattery to his patron, the Prind&shop, for personifications of Peace were customarily
present in allegories of Good Government.) She is leaning on a caHilpedestal on
whi ch it appears written dMetamerpheses fOdEFDM T B o
INUMERAS SPECIES; PARTIMQUE FIGURAS REDDIDIT ANTIQUAS, PARTIM NOVA
MONSTRA CREAVIT. 6, which transl ates as 0She
of Life; in part she restored the ancient shapes, and in part she created creatures new and
s t r ahrpiesendentiais an important piece of the puzzle, to which | shall return. Placed in
the foreground, Peace 6introducesd the view
eyes meet the vieweros) and, bgypehipdbhierdireatsn g h ¢
his gaze through the composition.

Behind her we can see Mount Eivelstadta congregatioof Lligensteingrepresented
in such a way as to resemble an imperfect pyra@id.top of thepyramidmountain the
Ligensteineassemble to fornan obelisk that rises to (or descends froid@avensAt the
apex of the obelisk there stands tie¢ragrammatonor the Holy Name of God (YHVH)
enclosed in a trianglélhe personal coat of arms of Christoff Franz von Hutten, the Prince
Bishop of Franconiaappears attached to the obelisk, just undenglragrammatonin the
geometrical center of the composition there is the child Moses, recognizable by the horns of
light and the Star of David on his forehead, holding the Tablets of Law and surrounithed by

stones bearing Hebrew inscriptions. The Hebrew theme is reinforced by the presence of King

®The translation is taken af tMetamoBhosewd1974:83. us Mi |l | er &
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David in the lower left, recognizable by the crown and his antique vestments. He is depicted
here in a posture of pointing that actually seems to repeat, wiht dlterations, the
iconographic type fohim playing the harp. With hikeft hand hes pointingto the Heavens

and with his right hand he is pointing to the earth, perhaps to suggestshe ones 6 heav
origin. Ki ng isD@mobablg onsantah suggestthe cannection between the
Heavens and the things of the edgrtp er haps echoing Beringero6s
werebvestiges from on hi2aphld the uppenr leftnhgre is Psycheg 3 |
recognizable by the pair of buttlrfwings, holding a dove on her left hand. The dove, a
traditional psychopomp could symbolize the elevation of the soul by contemplating the
figured stones (Beringer 1963 [172@[ri 28). In the upper right there is an allegorical figure

of Abundance holdig a stone featuring a crab in the right hand and a cornucopia in the left
hand, mo st probably a reference to Francon
Beringer in the #Alntroductiono (Beriathgrer 1¢
allegorical figure holding a copper plate of table Wg. 1.1.i). Judging by her flowery
headdress and by the subject of the copper plate, she must be Flora, the goddess of flowers and
the patron of the spring season (it should be rememberedhatrihé discovery took place

during springtime). At the foot of Mount Eivelstadt, one can see two children sitting among
digging tools and carefully inspecting a figured stone. The children could stand for the young
boys who unearthed the stones (the diggiools could point to that identification), but they

could also figure the glorious posterity of the wonderful event of the unearthing. Traditionally,
children were depicted as witnesses to varimigjious or historical scendsecause they

would laterlive to tell the story of what they had seen. If this was the intention of the
iconographer here, as well, it could be a suggestion that the story of the unearthing will
survive the passing of time. In the background there is the city of Wrzburg.

It is important to note that, in allegories, spatial relations reproduce symbolic relations.
Psyche and Abundance in the uppegion signify the spiritual and the material realms. King
David and Flora in the lower regi@ngnify Religion and Nature. A similalivision is effected
on the vertical axes of the composition: Religion and the Soul on the left, Nature and

Abundance on the right. The disposition of the figures was probably meant to emphasize the
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complementarity between spiritual and religious mattenspne hand, and the natural and
material realm, on the other, between contemplation and knowledge of natural philosophy.
This circle revolves around the Law of God, represented here in the figure of Moses holding
the Tablets onto which God Himself hasttem the Ten Commandments. The fact that Moses
is the only character who is directly pointed at by the guide within the image (Peace)
reinforces theliterally central position he holds in the economy of the composifitre
Ligensteinedisposed around eadigure are made to act as symbolical attributess
0 hi e r oigof tgepghaktiés and virtues each character stands for. Airy things (birds, bees,
and butterflies) surround Psyche, watery ones (crabs, shells, ammonites, and frogs) surround
Abundance King David is surrounded by beings of the earth (lizards, snakes, and snails),
Flora is surrounded by figures of leaves, flowers, and fruits. Every association infuses the
Ligensteinavith meaningi with the kind of curiological meaning that was being st to
the hieroglyphs just around that ti me. The
stones (stars, suns, and comets); the last discernible stone depicted, visible in the upper
extremity of the obelisk, features an anthropomorphic isanstonydouble of the hallow
surrounding theéetragrammaton

That the Egyptian 1 magery is not the for
decorative formula, is attested, once more, by the reoccur@nEgyptian motifs in the
Forewordwritten byBer i nger 6s student and medi cHisne ce&

text couldalmostbe considered n ek phrasi s of Puschner s fro

6Were it proper to turn onebs gaze wupon the wor
Franconia,rivaling Egypt of old(thanks to the magnificence of her Dukes) had ereatadighty
monument, ornate with hieroglyphics and heroic symhbis fragmentary remains of which we are
unearthing in our day [ €] One maj e ovah io letetsone b
transposed yet most elegantly formed occupiesapex of thiobelisk[ €] 6 ( Hueber apud
1963 [1726]: 12; emphasis mine)

The coincidence between the imagery invoked by Hueber and the one deployed in the

frontispiece igeasserteth theaddress to the Kingishop

The Oreads of Eivel stadt [ é] have wresteda from
monumental pyramitb your glory whatsoever of a prodigious nature the petrificous earth has produced
in idiomorphic stones oa | | the shores of thi Berivgerdds3 [£7a6118;h [ €] ¢

emphasis mine)
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Inthef ol | owi ng, Hueber explicitly compared t
writing, calling them O0recondit eroddcdiveopi c an
obscurity than of i1l uminationd (Hueber a
remembered here that Hueber wast anotherd Candi dat e of Medi ci ne:q
defend his doctor al di ssert at ihe and ¢fthh ook Me d |
the year Beringer decided to publish his tract, and who, according to the custom, had to bear
the costs of his professorédés publications i
on the argumentsxaminedin the tract. It is, Herefore,extremely probable that much like

the engraver who designed the frontispiéddueber is simply reiterating the ideas he must

have picked up from conversations with his professor and supervisor. Given that these
conversations must have takemag® in an informal, perhaps confidential, environment, it is
reasonabl e to suspect that the hints in Hu
than his actual treatise, where he understandably tried to maintain a more impartial and
prudenttone, for the sake of scientific objectivity.

Who or what furnished these idiomorphic
come about? What do they mean? How are they to be interpreted? The question of meaning is
inevitably interwoven with the questiomf t h e, so to §agquestioneff fi c
agency and, accordingly, a question of classification.

The Artvs. Natureli | emma | ooms over the entire tr
no | ess Iimpressive are t hao9e3[Whk6]:88)hn aaathgrue f
place he statedth&tl hol d no more for Art than for Na
iconoliths, and that | reserve judgment on
However, he clearly favors theyfothesis of their natural origin the frontispiece and the
other clues bear testimony to the fact that he already inclined towards an answer.

Beringer ascribes the stones to 6a gener
of Nature, [Who] poured owis riches upon it [Franconia] withamore lavishhd 6 ( Ber i n
1963 [1726]: 19). In thexhortationaddressedo the medical studentee wrote 6i n t hi s
pit a new shrine has been thrown open to you, and vestiges from on high are impressed upon
itsea t h6 (Beringer 1963 [1726]: 24). The orig
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thanGod, mani f est i n gfor the spreadigege of thg glody of His Name in these
wonder f ul wor ks of Hi s h aTihebe donsifeBagorimply gve r 1 9 |
very important things, nameijat i n Beringer 0sweniexceptionaind ) t h
that(2) they must have been created anéhe doctofaced considerable difficulty explaining
whether the stones were to be attributed to a singuleepérnal, intention of the Godhead or
they belonged to the ordinary (if sometimes surprising) course of nature. That the stones were
special was undeniable, but it was less clear whetheom&dered tha to be miracles or just
marvelS’. Beringer found imself caught betweetwo equally unpleasant option$, dn one
hand, the stones were truly exceptional, that would have attracted legitusgieion as to
their genuinessf,lon the other hand, they were nothing out of the ordinary, that would have
significantly diminished the importance of his discovery. Beringer never formulated a
straightforward r at iioifnthat was lbetausbéehveanted tocamoals 6 s
overwhelming suspicion and incredulity, because he feared the importance ofding fin
would be undermined, because of the hurry to complete the treatise or because he wanted to
wait for the verdict of other scholaii,is difficult to tell. Whatever the reason was, he seems
to have preferred to leave the matter undecied.

In spite ofall this, he remained consistent in advancing the hypothesis of their divine
origin. This is the main reason for his rejection of the plastic fdtagjranaturans andlusus
naturaet heor i es. Against OLudi ons6é andubdbAnehés

Coralliographia Subterranea

As though the most high Majesty of the Giver of all being would ever play with the proper direction of
the natural order! Indeed, this order, whether you call it Archeus, and the World Spirit, or Natura
naturata or Mtura naturans, depends solely upon the infinitely operative Mind and Will of thésall

and altjust Godhead. Of itself, it intends nothing, nor, being mindf¥ss g gad it intend, propose, or

" On the difference between miracles and marvels withinlarger taxonomy of natural, supernatural, and
preternatural, see Daston 19917 960.

6 Wl hy is it that Nature, recognized throughout th
mode of operation is in part still a mystery, intpexposed by the researches of the scholars, why, | ask, has it
thus far produced nothing el sewhere that resembl es
the end of the tract he wrote: 6| fthe [karnedcto whoraucht my s e
things are neither unusual nor foreign ( Ber i nger 1963 [1726]: 102; emphas
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effect anything. Therefore let those who make these statements realize with decent fear, especially such
as glory in the name of Christian, that whatever wantonness is charged to Nature is, by that fact, imputed
to the moswise Ruler of Nature apudBeringer 1963 [1726]: 423)

Even i f he agrees with Baier, he states tha
Nature Jusus naturgis not altogether to be excluded from the ranks of the Geneéarchs
without, however, postulating other extraordinary agent distinct from God, the Author of

N at uBeenger 1963 [1726]43). The theory of plastic nature had a grave shortcoming, in

t hat it Oexplained the unknown by astsrert i n
1950: 209). The concept itself had an interesting history: it gained momentum in the latter half

of the seventeenth century and eventually waned by the end of the century, only to be revived
briefly in 1703 (with L elntdlécma SydtamHuntergl®5D:nt i n
211), when it was accused of atheism. Berir
do with that accusationHis position seems more congenigith an altogether different
tendencyof the early eighteenth century: athLorraine Daston called a more general
Oreassert i 0ne.,thdauthouty di Goi in theyedplanation of natal phenomena

(Daston 1991: 120.24).

This insistence on the direct agency of God as opposédatoof a subordinate
principle ora delegated forces an important departure from the cosmological views of the
previous century (see Hunter 1950: 2@Bringeragreed to a certain extent with Robert Plot,
who &ought (and considered that he had found) the beginning of earthy thirtgs éarth
itself, designating as the efficient cause of figured stones a certain formative property of the
salts secreted in the eartho, but di sagr ee
exaggerated graphic and plastic forcedolst s 6 ( B2 [0L726): 3¥40). HE doubted,
alongside Lhwyd (whose letter to John Ray he quotes), that salts could have the power to form
determined and different figures, as if they were following a plan (Beringer 1963 [1726]: 40).
While ignorant of its ends, the ptaspower is nevertheless operatildunter 1950: 207)an
idea Beringer would not favor, even if some aspects of it, like the presupposed possibility of
the annual reproduction of gems and fossils, would have suited his account.

Panspermia would have alsox p| ai ned a O6énew harvestod of
also found wantingBeringer 1963 [1726]40i 41). The theory of panspermism could be
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considered the theory of a sekrpetuating text. The seed carrying the encoded structure of

the originalorgni sm can O6gr owbo, given it wil!/ finc
owel comi ngd me d-orgamsm thanhwouwld repeaty sseallydnolesser, defective
forms, the structure of its original. The psetaiganism is developed at greater or éess
extents, depending on the &6édhospitabilityd o
humidity). But once moreBeringer rejected the theory of panspermism in favor of a direct
intervention of God. His stones have the completeness of hiplaglythey cannot be
accidental and/or incomplete, defective formations. They are of directderorative
provenance. Furthermorbe believed that thpresumptiveseeds could only have originated

from a limited number of local species and that, theretbesy could noaccount for such an
impressive variety foimages as the stones featured, nor could tbgglain the apparition of

stars suns, and come#sd much less the apparition of Hebrew letters.

The completeness of the images, as well as thedtigiowus variety could have been
accounted for by the photographic imprint |
strong a word) prefiguration of the modern technique of photography. This theory was
advanced by an o f Ber i ng eds.ohis sdhadag whom 8erirffger daesinot name,
contended thdight, as a corporeal substance,

takes on the forms and figures of all the things on which it shines, and this is the source of those visible

species which we receive in thamera obscurain magic lanterns, in still and limpid water, in mirrors,

and in the pupil of the eye. Now, since it is admitted that light possess the very marvelous faculty of

painting, representing, and forming such corporeal images as it acquires in its diffusiont iither

possible that it is endowed with a kind of active plastic power of impressing thesesimagroperly
disposed matterBeringer 1963 [1726]: 44)

The photographic imprint theory could explain why the images appeared so distorted.
Likewise, itcould explain the presence of Hebrew writing: the corpuscles of light could have

6caught 6 the |l ikeness of Jewish tombstones
not think much of i1t: o1 have deemghdgreat wor
minds torment themselves in their quest for

(Beringer 1963 [1726]: 45)He comparedhis hypothetical photographic procesgh the
imprinting that takes place as the result of maternal imagimatonsidering itas a type of

species impressarhe corporeal light might have stamped the earth with the likenesses of
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surrounding objects just like the imagination of the mother stamps the fetus with the likeness
of a desired object (Beringer 1963 [B5[245). Howeverthe doctor contendedf, that were
the case, the impression thus resulted would have been faint and confused (as can often be
observed in cases of maternal 0 s t higegmsteng 6 )
(Beringer 1963 [T26]: 56 57).

Here again, he seems to have disfavored any external operator. Beringer pointed out
t hat the figures Oare raised on the tabl et
obviously a continuation of the rest of the stone that they cqrussibly be said to be affixed
or superi mposed IBsringari968[&726i36).MRathec, they (pekrad ifdhey
were molded by a forming agent operating from witl8elid empirical evidengelike the
homogeneity of the material and theKaaf extrinsic marks such as color, imprints or any
other material remains, pleaded for this hypoth®sinally, the fact that the images were
complete in all their parts, with their det
[1726]: 74), sipported the idea of a necessary contiguity between the figured representations
and their stony medium, between design and matter:

The animal and plant figures, whether solitary or set on stone, whether intact or broken or cracked, or

inspected and examiddyy any other method of experiment are found to contain nothing of the natural

color, matter, covering, or armor which might be described as congenital to them, nor have they

transferred these things to the stone. Rather, they bear the exact consimtaog|, and color of the
stones in which they lie artd which they owe their origir{Beringer 1963 [1726]: 36; emphasis mine)

We know he refused to endorse the dsoghaaphi c
other agent, but God, could havetatenined the apparition of figures and letteBa® here

there is a tension, even contradiction, whietytatis mutandis al so char acter.
Oprototyped and BuWHabbnoGght thé stoneseabautariust haveubket 6 .
somethinglikeamct ual i zing templ at e, a blueprint a
anddevel oped (brought to compl eti ongeenfedtom wi
havereceival from Heavens is concomitantly an index and a symbol (what Peirce called a

legisign). Indexicality here is twofold: it designates just causality, but also contiguity.

“Beringer 1963: 36: O6the entire stone is one integr a
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Perhaps in order to support this claim, Beringer systematically rejected the hypotheses
t hat would have pointed to t hdthearchaeaogida ol d
theories.
Of the Diluvial theoryhe wrote that
[A]lthough we heartily embrace this theory, so consistent with the truths of natural history, with the
Christian religion, and with the texts of the Sacred Scripture, as regards getwfiica, we cannot

possibly apply it to the origin of our stones, since not all of these are of the petrified .@&inger
1963 [1726]: 42)

As already mentioned in the firstchapterBer i nger knew and appr ove
organicogi n and there i s every reason to beli e\
the hypothesis he held in the highest regard (Beringer 1963 [1726]: 3ZHid13trongest
argument against the Diluvial theory was that such delicate specimensoagshieatured by
theLigensteinc oul d not have remained intact 6ami d
then gradually petriéd (Beringer 1963 [1726]: 701). A catastrophe of that magnitude could

not have preserved frail flowers and tiny insectscrhu | ess a spiderados w
apricot, 6compl ete with pit, me at , and ski |
(Beringer 1963 [1726]: 70Further on, Beringer argued that it was extremely unlikely for the

sea storm to catch up and theast a bee next to the flower it was going to pollinate and other
such smalkcenesThe stones showed figurations and tiny compositions that veeyeunlike

the usual(organicallyderived) traces of animals and plants, in that theyl laapictorial

quality.

It was this pictorial quality, together with the presence of writing, which prompted the
guestion if it woul dnot be more fitting to
Thearcheologicaltheorwas advanced by o0ne abidtoridB(@homineg er 6 ¢
also does not nameyho contended that the stones were eggmtury pagan talismans,
banned after the Synod of Estinnes (743) and subsequently buried in the ground, or, perhaps,
judging by the Hebrew lettered stones, remnants cdiduzllt iems (Beringer 1963 [1726]:

431 44). Beringer rejected this possibility on stylistic and iconographic grounds. For one, the
guality of execution differs from stone to stone. Secondly, it is very improbable that the

heathens of old (and much lessng) would have worshiped or adorned their altars with the
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images of so humble beings as crickets, worms, spiders, snails, tortoises #el(Beringer
1963 [1726]: 4849).

Furthermore, he argued, the stonwesdthe mat t
passing of ages (Beringer 1963 [1726]: 51). As he made idesveral parts throughout the
treatise, he favored the hypothesis of their recent®age:

For whatever can or has been said concerning the origin of figured stones: that they darredidsoof

the Flood, or from the marvelous fore of petrifying moisture and salts of the earth, or from the seminal
and plastic influence of some subterranean Archeus or Panspermia or a generative vapor, or finally from
the vagaries of Naturé none of tlis would seem to be applicable to the harvest of our prodigious
mountain. Possibly the parturition of these prodigies has been delayed until this latef agé 6
(Beringer 1963 [1726]: 22; emphasis mine)

The sententiaon the frontispiece provides an impaorta c | u e : 6She [ Natur
innumerable forms of Life; in part she restored the ancient shapes, and in part she created
creatur es n dtus aaihhts stenesraee capstantly being generated and somehow
everpresent, just like plantsnanals, ideas, and languagddieroglyphic expressions are a
kind of fossils, they areen ant s, 0 r ui n s\dco mdintaiaed thathg oatueal a g e .
| aws of nati ons s h o-mfbrehed nterpretatidn ofl thek didroglgphsyanda w «
fablesasthe medal®o f t he ti mes in which gentile nat.
149, emphasis mine). As it was already shown, medals and fossils \iteretones used
interchangeablyboth being considered the trustworthy vestiges of a time forevefsest
1.2, 3]. But hieroglyphss ur vi ve not only as inert vesti
tropes constantly reoccurring in evatgly speech and even making their way into the most
elevated of discourses. Therefore, while they are the survisiggs of a deep time,
hieroglyphscanalwaysbe created anew and are, in this seegerpresent.

The idea that fossils were being constantly creai@sinot new and it actually survived
until the first decades of the nineteextimtury. Thus, Hegel demle t hat f ossi |l s e
lived and then died; on the contratiiey are stilbornrd ( He g e | 2004 [1830]

interesting is that it almost always appears injwaction with the conception ascribing a sort

% For example, Beringer 1963 [16] : 35: O0Many of them [é] are so soft
by the skill of Natureo.
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of artistic creativity to nature (¢hability to paint is the preferred analogysing a metaphor

t hat recatlstt Neadt urleé of t he previous centur
6organoplasticdé Nature generates the organ
through, like themt i st who represents human and ot he
(Hegel 2004 [1830]: 293]t is not without relevance that Beringer used a similar comparison.

The pictorial arts are |lithologyb6s most apt

If you would like to know the ga offices of Lithological studies, consider for a moment the worthy
arts of depiction and scul pture. [ €] Nature in
open to you a group of great statues or a pantheon, still it does offer a mastfledigd unexpected
collection of iconolyths of an all but extinct art, such as you will not find among the inspired works of
bygone ages nor in the earthen chambers of graven crypts, nothemigeroglyphic sculptures of the
Egyptian pyramids(Beringe 1963 [1726]: 28emphasis mine

There is only one form of expression that c
human art’ the hieroglyph. As already observed in the previous chapter, hieroglyphic modes
of expression are the closest nekesween natural and cultural modes of expression. Indeed,
it could be said that the hieroglyph &6inha
creativity and natureds creativity.

For this reason alone, the viewing of thiggensteineas hieroglyphg as seems to be
the case with Beringeir cannot solve thelilemma ofartificial vs naturalorigin. On the
contrary, it can only further itln the wish to summarize the core of theblem in one
sentenceBeringer askedd We ouridiomorphic stones féwsoned by the hand of the artist of
old, later to be transferred by uncertain chance to this now famous mountain, or were they
formed and figured by natur al causes, as
(Beringer 1963 [1726]: 83)But the diffi culty is inescapable, fogonsidered as material
hieroglyphs,both variants are equally probablele does not arrive to an answer precisely
because the hieroglyph can cover both possibilities with equal pertinence. As already noted,
the early eighteentheatury hieroglyph allows a perfect isomorphy between language, the
pictorial arts, and natural object§here is an inherent ambivalence in the hieroglggh
semioticconstruct it is one of its most persistent features, regardless of the guise it can take

mode of expression or means of interpretatidn. complicate matters even further, the
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hieroglyph also covers an ambiguous, reversible discooem®erning technical and
aesthetical termfseel.2.]. Barbara MStafford summed up this relation as folw
[S]cientific and aesthetic theories shared a common language concerning technique, facture, and the
necessary, desirable, and individual materiality of any mediwahether natural or artificial. Further,
this unifying vocabulary belonged to the oveimigl construct of hieroglyph or material character

whether mineralogical, biological, linguistic, physiognomic, or aesthétichat structured the
Enlightenment perception of the world. (Stafford 1984: 233)

Of the various figures adorning the stones he wre : 6it is of the very
be figured, that they are uniquely formed by the Author of Nature, who, in His omnipotent
creative causality, lavishes a no less generous variety upon stones than upon plants and
ani mal so ( Be r26:ni®%).rThusl 8 &a3 be [edplainedhe sundriness and
exceptionality of the petrifactions, because, if theredanegue types of stone, as there are of
gems, marbles, magnates, pyrites, and other prodigies adorning the shelves of stone
treasuried , im$ reasanable tonclude dur singularlyfigured stones in their numtger
(Beringer 1963 [ 17i2oddgraphicalOvariety alsd becomsest easiee to 6
account for. Within the hieroglyph, there are no restrictions as to what imagery can be
employedand in what order

The earth shall bear stars, bred in the same manner as @amdgblantswhen the heavens are put to

the plow Tell me, moreover, and you will indeed be a mighty Apollo, in what lands are born lettered

stones, as the lithographerslidhem, inscribed with the Names of the Most High Godhead most

elegantly traced in the letters of the sacred tongue? Are these the work of art, of Nature at play,

operating by means of seeds or of salts twisting themselves into letters? (Beringer 433 27
emphasis mine)

All the multifarious qualities of the figured stonesnage, writing (with the notable absence
of grammar), natural language 6 t he S e Ansees § @dnverget imta ang all
encompassing conceptual figure: the hieroglyph.B e r i nstpees ars material units of
meaning where design and nature meet,

For whatever power has fashioned and animated the plants, the animals, the testacea, etc., the agent, in

this case in Phrygian style and with sculptural skill, seems to haweedm clay and stonghings]
beautiful ideas (albeit inanimat§)otions] and ectypes of living prototypdeotes]. (Beringer 1963

[1726]: 23)
The most striking quality of these Onatur e
(oectypegproftotlypesnqy), the existential rel a
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consubstanti al wi th their mdthatesythe icanical, the he 1
indexical and the symbolical, all in one, indiscriminately. Beringer would not favpr an
semiotic status taken in isolation. He would not concede to the preeminently iconical (sports
of Nature), neither to the preeminently indexical (Diluvial theory, photographic imprint
theory, spontaneous generation theory), nor to the preeminently sgaibj@lichaeological

theory, various attempts at exegesis), but only to their conjugated properties, appearing
together in the compact figure of the hieroglyph. Moreover, the hieroglyph is traditionally the

sacred mediumpar excellence

3.2. TheldeaofHierog yph i n Beringeroés Tract

TheLilgensteinseemed to be divine ideas in concrete form

6[ W hy should we not attr i i whatverahe mods of this epsration8 Na 't
Thus God, the Founder of Nature, would fill our minds with Hidgggsand perfections radiating from
these wondrous effects, so that, when forgetful men grow silesste mute stones might speak with the

eloquence of theirfigurés ( Beri nger 1963 [1726]: 8 2; emphasi s
Buthowi s t he st onesbéindmutree tsepde?e cBher i nger 6s i de
semiotic interstice. He admits to the recon

entirely the combinatorial interpretative stratedileat would have made the delight of the
Renaissance sctwl®™ | n contradistinction to one of th
the network of meaning running across the
manipulable in ay way (Beringer 1963 [1726]: 389). Of the occult qualities of the

Ari stotelians and the astrological specul a
majestic inanities which flit about the heavénseeking, by impossible trails among the stars

and even in the curvature of the moon, the answers to the new andousiigings of the

earthoé (Beringer 1963 [1726]: 39).

®®Beringer terms these as 6vain and empty cabalistic
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Rat her , he woul d contend to the stone:c
presupposes a direct meaning, even if he is unable to name it), and in this he belongs fully to
the eighteenth century. Theighteenth century had @hilosophy of the signi in
contradistinction to the Middle Ages, which possessedltare of the sign (Halmi 2007: 13).
Eighteenthcentury semiotics is characterized by an absence of ideological coherence, by a
0 I smokcertainty ( Ha | miil4R IOw@uld: argde 3hat the material hieroglyph expresses
such a loss of certainty: meaning is no longer dependent on a ldikieotext (Biblical
hermeneutics)jnstead, it is dependent on the interpretation of objects and imagks.
interpreter is not faced with a positively graspafleaning (a knowable unit of semantic
content), but with the promise or tlaaticipation of a meaning [see section 2.3., Figyre 1

Eighteenth century semiotics is institutive, not interpretative.

Beringerd o e s not, however, share t he ei ght
i mmanenced of natur al phenomena (Stafford 1
matter (for him, the miner al record, hadnd hi

not 6archi vesd oHis tahcec oauanrtt hibss dheivsotiofidgenf. a n
vi r ti hosvevér,itimot free of the question of O6purp

The end is contemplation and a sort of aesthetic perplexity in front of the ungraspable:

What more noble purpose for human actions can be conceived than that whereby from the marvelous
effects of nature we ascend as by so many steps
wisdom of God, to remedy this execrable folly [forgetfuldefsnortals, frequently brings to light from

the Hidden treasures of His power and the unknown deposits of the earth, through the labor of honorable
and zealous men, wonders and portents of that great architect, Nature. Human curiosity, fed by those
morsés while it examines each of them, and stupefied by their nqushile contemplating them with
astonishment, is gradually raised above itself, and at last is fired by sincere and holy devotion to
supplicate and adore the marvelous power of the Credterwiorking of Whose hand it is compelled to
acknowledge in such phenomena the course of this dissertation we shall demonstrate that among
these wonders are to be reckoned many, if not all, figured stiapédes figurat], and particularly those

which our Franconia and the field of Herbipoli has borne, and that this is the more obvious, as their
origin is more difficult to explain and surpasses humasaeoa. (Beringer 1963 [1726]: £28; emphasis

mine)

The Ligensteineare awe nspi ri ng, 6 tihredn eqtssige emrggad an
actualizing forcebeyond them. ey are counsels from God, on

materializednstances of His Supreme Name.
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3.3 The Case for a Semiotic Microhistory

There is something indissoluble abdlie Beringer affaié Although ultimately explainable
by the standards of Early Modern scholarsthe awkwardnes®f a text like theNirzburger
Lithographystands out even for its contekiaving to provide an explanatidar phenomena
of such sundry gpearance and of ultimately-decidable nature normally leads to a lot of
inconsistencies, and even outright contradictions, within the text and quite understandably
accounts forB e r i nrmgmursg 40 obsolete theories and bygone authors (sudheas
Parcelsian OswaldCrollius, a rather unusual reference to have rineghteentkcentury
century scientific tract), his reluctance to formulate a definite argument and his reliance on
understated presumptiorisargue thatll these features make the analysi$ B e rstoryger 6 s
not so much a case study the pars pro tototype (see Swanborn 2010:138) i that is,
cutting out a case from a wider context and studying it in its nuances, the respective case
remaining nevertheless latgeonsistent with that ecdexti, but acasestudy in what may be
call ed 0 s e mi o.tBy dhat himean delineasing ahe ypéofile of a case so
idiosyncratic, so peculiarthat it sonehow creates its own contex case thatalthough
connected tat through numerous tiespods not fully adhere to tHargescale culture of its
time.

| considerthet er m & s e mi ot to bepartinentrherd and niotquistlgedause
this study focuses, in the fashion of microhistorical reseantthe ramifications of1 single
case More importantly,it is pertinentbecausethe analysis of the Beringer affgmoses a
problemi i.e.,the extent to which a marginal case (an event of interpretation) is representative
for, or can afford valuable insights, the state of semiotic thinking @ time i thatmirrors
or, at any rate, is consonant toi ¢ r o h ipredcooipatjo® fer the relationship between the
micro and the macro levels of historical reality and for the reldbetween anomaland
norm, in particular(Grendi 1977, Ginzburg @nPoni 1991:7i 10, Ginzburg 1993Ginzburg
2004, Ginzburg 2007:41i44). The basic ontological assumptionat the core of the
microhistorical methodis that historical reality is6 f u n d a meiscantmdiolsyand

heterogeneos ( Gi nzbur g 1 9Bthatre8edrgh,cannonhalways establish just
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what must have been the cultural 6nor mé i n
be readily serialized or generalizedhel anomalous casé¢herefore,is a potentially richer
object of analysisAs Carlo Ginzburg argued,
The relationship between norms and transgression & least from a cognitive point of vieiv
asymmetrical. No norm can predict the full range of its transgressions; transgressions and anomalies, on

the contrary, always imply theorm and therefore urge ue take it into account as wellGinzburg
2004: 556)

Thus,a marginal case @& truly exceptionatiocument cameveal much morabout the deeper
layers ofits contexthanwhat would be considered typicahd easily explainableccurrences
Marginal casesengagediverse and often conflicting elementhabits of interpretation,
conceptual reflexes, systems of belef Ginzburg and Poni 1991; &inzburg 1993: 3134).
By studying the fabric of these coexisting elements (Ginzi@@B: 33), the researatan
extrapolate indicatorsf an otherwiseinvisible state of affairsThus, according to Edoardo
Gr e ndi &rown wentehtion,an anomalous documerdan tun out dexceptionally
finormab @ ec c ez i onal mginhoweveRltntoe mah e © m6 dsdemiglly r e v €
heterogeneouand canonly be grasped indirectl§7 | t is Iin this sense
function[ € Bs clues to or traces of a hidden reality, which is not usually apparent in the
documentationdo 199GWi8hzburg and Poni

Here too,the Beringer affaibuncoversa perspectiven sign cration and sign action
in naturewhich would perhaps have never been revealed, hatvtireburger Lithography
never been writtenThe doctorwas not the only one who believedthe authenticity of the
stones(that is significant enough already, because it proves that suchtenpretationwas
possiblewithin thatgivenmilieu). B e r i sitggtémoréesand court documen{8eringer 1963
[1726]: 23,43i 44,137 139) indicate thatguite a few other peoplencluding academics and
city officials, were ready toadmit the possibility of naturalfformed pictographic

( 6 hi er ogones,pab wetlld fact, the matter was considered to be so seandsthe

Grendi 1977: 512: 6Car at tmelte testilmdnianaenireliretteein questa sittiagione ¢ o |
il documento eccezionale pu, risultare eccezional me
historian works with many indirect testimonies: in this situation, the exceptional docunagntumm out

exceptionally énormal 6, precisely because it is reve
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hypot hesi s o falotigmeo centpellinghat & couartartaluvas opened in order to

settle the facts and sort out the confusfBeringer 1963 [1726]: 13Q41) The O6Ber.

affairdé i s o0nor mabDmdone handgisevidentigegcpptidnal Ibeaalise ofa y .

its marginality (it is, by all accountsa singular event, if we disregard thmverifiable

anecdote circulatedbout Kirche). On the other hand, t i's Onor madalda b ec a

particulardispositionof the intellectuamilieu of its timei t h at nod h iedfdiaddrsyatied

presumptionsvhich madeBer i nger 6 s 0di scoveragfar npniber wofs i b |

learned menHad the farce not played on those presumptiom®wever diffuse they may

appearto have beeii it would not have been so sucsks. The hypothesis whicpropelled

the presenstudyis that those presumptions are semiotith@ir nature they could be referred

t o what Eosmolagieal sem@oticsand that they are, in fact, largely consistent with

contemporaneous elabdmatsont he i dea of ¢énaturali 6 or 6émat
Such considerationsise the questioas to whereshouldthe microhistorical study of

the Beringer affairbe situated within the larger scope of semiotic investigatanfar two

proposalfavebeen madéo assign a place for the study of marginal semiotic practidtsn

the compas®f semiotic historiographyThe first was put forth byirgenTrabant(1981)in a

paper concerning aspects of historical methdee secondvas put forthby Umberto Eco

(1983, 1997)in two papers discussing the possible outline of a history of semiotics
Drawing upon the tripartite sdhed&segand | abc

Abuses of History for Human Lif@874), Jirgen Trabanadvanced lte term6 a ruariang

history of semiotics©o ( 6 antoidgnota man apprbpeate Hi s

methodological framework for the study odiltural practicesand theoreticalnotionswith a

notable if understatedsemiotic import(1981) In contradistinctiorto the dnonumental and

the &riticaldways of writing historythe Gantiquariad studyfocuses omminor, particularand

fragmentaryremnants of the pasBut beyond itsnherent limitationsand its apparent shert

®Eco 1997: 735: 6Cosmological semioticsd defines the
a semiosic process. These t hefdsy mbbomidmse iire mMtdli w i insee | tae
but even when they do not so, they imply that the universe is a divine writing (liber scriptu digito Dei) er a self

expressing system. o
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sightedness, the antiquariastudy can at as a corrective to the grand narratives of

0 mo nume nt a This remeditl sidei ok amtiuarian scholarshipsigessed with regard

to awould-be comprehensivhistory of semiotic{Trabant 1981:45/ 48). The proposers of
microhistory expressed a sihar desideratearguing thatbeause ofits potential to reveal
irreducible aspects of culturéhe study ofmarginal casesan afford a more nuancédstorical
understanding(Ginzburg 1993: 21i 24, 33). Thus from this perspectivet he o6 ant i qu
histr y of s esndescribedc by d'rabanis fairly similar in its intentions to the
methodological stakes of microhistory.

In a comparablevein, Eco envisaged dhreelevel outline for a possible history of
semioticswhich would comprise, alongsideexpli t and i mplicit theori
of a more sundry soffL983a: 79 89, 1997. This latter category consists wdrious aspects of
cultural and scientific practicesnd/ormore or less ephemeral events of interpretation that
have a distinctiveif unconscious, semiotic flavor or are indicative of a semiotic awareness.
Such cases make the object of an at8Bl3ycl op
believethatt he &6 Ber i ng e rundeftiissheadilg woul d f al |

Both E ¢ oahd Trabah gooposas imply thata truly comprehensivhistorical look
would alsoencompass he O6out skirt s & The foresene studys & ismall t h o u
contribution to this vast project.
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CONCLUSIONS AND PROSPECTS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The above @cussion set out to explore the semiotic aspects of the Early Modern notion of
Onatur al hieroglyphso, by proposing a reinf
was hypothesized that Dr. Johann téhesrandrhiger 0 s
inability to decide whether they were of natural or artificial origin is suggestive of an implicit
semiotic premise and that that premise is largely consistent with contemporaneous
el aborations on the ideasof paratiucal &r oy & @
works of Giambattista Vico and William Warburton.

The research was conducted following a case study approach and by employing the
abductive mode of reasoning. The analysis drew upon written, as well as visual sboeces.
main techniques of analysis used were interpretive analysis and pattern matching; on occasion,
these were aided by vocabulary analysis and analysis of visual practices.

Because of its relative flexibility and its tendency to combine different dataesyur
strategies and techniques of analysis, the case study research design provided a suitable
framework for the type of intensive investigation of a singular event that was undertaken here,
while the abductive procedure permitted a potentially more riegeedcontextualization of
the case.

Returning to the hypothesis formulated at the beginning of this study, it is now possible
to state that Beringer interpreted the manufactured stones as divine ideas in concrete form,
implicitly likening them to hierogiphs, on the basis of their pictographic appearance and on
what he perceived (or, at any rate, described) as their numinous quality. The results in this
research support the idea that, in all likelihood, this understanding afigensteinevould
have preided the basis for his new theory on the formation of fossils. The study also found

out that, roughly around the time Beringer
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|l anguage of objects and beings (6nmteralyvéas hi er
a matter of concern on a relatively wider scale, receiving considerable treatment in the
writings of Vico and Warburton. As the sul
hi eroglyphd reveal ed, the hnawmalagdl cytpdl madess t h e
of expression. It is an overriding semiotic construct (or a semiotic template) which inhabits an
interstitial domai n bet ween human <creativi
isomorphy between language, the pictorials,aand natural products. Furthermore, the
hieroglyph covers a set of ambivalent technical and aesthetical terms which relativized the
borders between artifacts and natural objects. Although stripped of the esoteric aura
Renaissance writers ascribed toitt he O mater i al hieroglypho n
naturalness, its potential as a vehicle for sacred content and as a medium for divine
communicationBer i nger s readiness to ac kdetemited d g e
meaningladen gyn action in nature that, moreover, takes on the form of stony pictographs,
together with his wuse of hieroglyphic ter mi
hi er o cAdnyitiin, @s the results of this study suggest, that the premisevitoah he
inferred the stonesd nature is structurally
it is possible to see that not only did this implicitly semiotic premise not prevent Beringer from
getting duped, but was the major reason behiadnaibility to find a way out of the dilemma

he was caught in.

Considered from this perspective, the lying stones affair could, in the future, inform a
semioticallyaware historical research on the thought patterns that bore on the interpretation of
materal remnants of the past, whether of natural or artificial origin, during the Early Modern
period.

The o6natur al hi eroglyphd as a sign conc
could be usefully explored in further research. Thus, a greater doctiee occurrences of the
term Oohieroglyphd or O6énatur al hieroglypho i
in the scientific works of Novalis, Goethe, and Ritter could produce interesting findings that
would add to our understanding of the s&tio aspects underpinning the natural philosophy of

the Early Romanticism.
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By focusing on the notion of Onatur al
circumstances of the Beringer case and by discussing it in an ampler cultural context, this
rescath opens up a hew perspective not just o]

but also on the history of Early Modern sign conceptions.
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KOKKUVOTE

Dr. BeringeriLugensteing aoorAulikeh i er o gl ¢ ¢ f i d eabeistdiimheadama k a
sajandi loodusfilosoofias ja visuaalsetes praktikates

Kokkuvote

Ka@esoleva magistrit©®e® eesm?rgiks on edasi a
mdiste semiootilisi aspekte, toetudes ajaloolisele juhtumianallusile, piktogradafiliste
v»l tsfossiilidele, mivdeavatduint iakema k.a UAWDrri. muBs
hupoteesiks on, et Beringer lahtub teatavast implitsiitsest semiootilisest seisukohast, millest ta

jareldab, et need piktograafilised kivid esindavad konkreeteawmis jumalikke ideid. See

i mplitsiitne semiootiline eel dus on suur e
Amateriaal setest hierogl¢¢fidest i, ni i nagu
j a religiooni aj aloos imeiod ¢ ¢efsii t asird.ab Ale

mitmetahenduslikkust (kunstnik vs loomulik, reeglipéhine vs juhuslik, tAhenduslik vs tihine),
mis on tdlgendamise jaoks dilemmaks. Ma vaidan, et Beringeri afdar vdimaldab meil
vi sandada ar usaama Alieraldisast serhiaotdigest konsguktsiaprisg, ¢, f i
mis haarab endasse kaheksateistkimnenda sajandi algupoole keeleteaduslikud, esteetilised ja
teaduslikud teooriad ning seetbttu avab uue vaatenurga varauusaegsete méargikontseptsioonide
ajaloo mdistmisele.

ToO0 koosneb kolmest peatiikist. Esimesed kaks peattikki uurivad ajaloolist konteksti,
mille taustal Bwletavatesle ir Vi d ed tgie nldaulsie dv iAi di . K
selle tdlgenduse detailset anallusi.

Esimene peatikk esitdlguuridegakivide probleemi Renessansiajal ja varauusaegses

geoloogias ja paleontoloogias. Arutlusele tulevad konkreetsed terminoloogilised aspektid,
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mille abil relativiseeriti piire kunsti ja looduse vahel, voimaldades nii Gihe saadusi tdlgendada
teise terminites ja selle mspekuleerimist agentsuse ja tdhenduse probleemide Ule. Teine
peat ¢kk j2a@rgneb seej?rel m»i ste Ahierogl ¢¢f
sajandi teise pooleni, mil selle mdiste osutusvali laiendati lisaks mittekunstlikele ainelistele
mamistele ka konkreetsetele objektidele ja olenditele. Erilist r6hku pannakse varasest
kaheksateistk¢egmnendast sajandi st parit Amat
on visandatud Vico ja Warburtoni tdddes, seda nii selle semantilises kymamtilises
m» »t mes . Esitatakse argumendi d n2itamaks, e
tegi, ol i arusaam asjade Jja olendite k onk
markidest), mis suudab tahistada loomulikult, suhteliseltdas® arutelu all. Seetbttu osutab
l ¢hi ke al apeat¢kk struktuurilistele sarnas
mal l i vahel, nagu see esineb Robinet 6, Buf f

Viimane peatikk sisaldab detailset analliisi Beringeri pooltidéie@ antud
tblgendusest. Otseste avalduste ja kaudsete tdendite (tema kasutatud visuaalsed vordlused,
Egiptuse motiivide kordumine jne.) alusel jareldatakse analilsis, et Beringer tdlgendas kive
jumal i kul t determineeritutegl ¢i¢sfeiednedn a B uj uNa:
¢l evaade var ase kaheksateistk¢gmnenda saj a
hierogluuf tihedalt kokku looduslikud ja kultuurilised véljendusviisid. Ta eluneb
vahepiirkonnas inimese loomingulisuse ja looduse loomingulisasel, véimaldades nii
taiuslikku isomorfsust keele, kujutavate kunstide ja looduslike produktide vahel. Lisaks
hdlmab hierogluidf hulka ambivalentseid tehnilisi ja esteetilisi moisteid. Isegi oma
esoteerilisest aur ast I Iro@gjl % eftf iin @ ma?2 iploitteankt
sisu kandj ana. Uuri muses vaidet akse, et B
hierogluufidest oli peamiseks pohjuseks tema suutmatusele otsustada, kas need olid
looduslikku vai kunstlikku péaritolu. Kunatapidesi ve Amat eri aal seteks |
molemad vdimalused samavord tdenaolised.

TOO viimane osa seletab, miks on k&esolev analiiis raamistatud semiootilise
mikroajaloona. Po&hjuseid, miks Ilahenesin kisimusele semiootilise mikroajaloo abill,

vaagitakseseoses varasemate katsetega omistada marginaalsetele semiootilistele praktikatele
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oma koht laiemas semiootilises historiograafias. Kdige |6puks ma panen ette kasitada
Beringeri afa2a2ri Aerakordselt Anor madédssefi
et see nadiliselt ekstsentriline seik vdimaldab heita pilku tema kultuurilise konteksti

siigavamatesse kihistustesse.
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Fig. 1.1.a 1.1.c: Extant gecimens of.Ugensteine
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Fig. 1.1.d:Lugensteim, table | fromLithographiae Wircburgensis
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Fig. 1.1.elLugensteingtable Il fromLithographiae Wircburgensis
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Ligehsteingtablg HI &gmhithagrapghiéeWirceburgensis
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Fig. 1.1.g:Lugensteingtable IV fromLithographiaeWirceburgensis
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Fig. 1.1.h:LUgensteingtable V fromLithographiaeWirceburgensis

97



Fig. 1.1.i: Phytomorphit.ligensteingtable VI fromLithographiaeWirceburgensis
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Fig. 1.1.j: Lettered.Uigensteingtable VII fromLithographiaeWirceburgensis
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Fig. 1.1.ki 1.1.n:Lugensteingtables VIIIT Xl from LithographiaeWirceburgensis

100



~ iy 8

Fig. 1.1.0i 1.1.p:Lugensteingtables XlIi Xl from
Lithographiae Wircburgensis

Fig. 1.1.gi 1.1.r: Extant pecimens of.ligensteine

featuring images of frogs and lizards.
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Fig. 1.1.si 1.1.v:Ligensteingtables XIV- XVII from LithographiaeWirceburgensis
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Fig. 1.1.wi 1.1.y:Lugensteing

tables XIXi XXI from

Lithographiae Wircburgensis
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Fig. 1.2.a: Georg Wolfgang Kndecueilded FI or er
monumensles catastrophes que le globe terrestre a éssulgé8 1775.
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Fig. 1.2.b: Georg Wolfgang Knorr, dendritae, talbblédrom Recueil des monumedss
catastrophes que le globe terrestre a éssyi€e88 1775.
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Fig. 1.2.c: Johann Koni@,he Last Judgmenirst half of the seventeenth century, Museum
Gustavianum, Uppsala.

106



Lanis ‘ff"é“ é{gnx'tul marmar.

Fig. 1.2.d: Ulisse Aldrovandi, petrified mu®om and stone with the effigy of a dog as two
examples of the artistry of nature.
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Fig. 1.2.e: Robert Plot, figured stones, various fossils and drsbaped stone, table I
from The Natural History of Oxfordshiré 705.
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Fig. 1.2.f: Robert Plot, figred stones, various fossils, a hestaped and an eahaped
stone, table VII fronThe Natural History of Oxfordshird 705.
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Fig. 1.2.g: Niklas Lang, figured stones: fish fossil, bee and leaves imprint, and dendrites,

plate fromHistoria lapidum figwatorumHelvetiag 1708, p. 38.
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Fig. 1.2.h: Athanasius Kircher, a seemingly miraculous apparition of the Virgin with Child on

the rocks of a mountainous cavity in Chile, plate fidomdus subterraney4678, p. 47.
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PLATE

PLATE. 2

Fig. 2.3.a and 2.3.b: William Waurton, Amerindian and Chinese pictographs, plates 2, 3 and
5 from The Divine Legation of Moses Demonstratede5 [1741], pp. 74 and 86.

PLATE. 5.
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ndeend C;Hﬁ?faﬂd‘ﬂf to f‘; /;o/ Ao %a(nu a";ha-f;ﬁwﬂmrf
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Fig. 2.3.c and 2.3.d: Athanasiu Kircher, Chinese ptootoi er ogl yphs o, repr e
been derived fromtpysical forms (agricultural instruments, worms, leaves, turtles, fish, and

grain spikes), plates fro@hina illustata 1667, p. 229.
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Fig. 3.1.1.a: Athanasius Kirchel
Egyptian scaralamulets,
illustrations fromOedipus
aegyptiacs, Vol. lll, Roma,
1654, pp. 522, 523, 525, and
527.
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Fig. 3.1.1.b: Athanasius
Kircher, oOhier
amuletsdo in tl
hands (the votive hands of
Sabazius), illustration from
Oedipus aegyptiacu¥ol. 11,
Roma, 1654, p. 529.

Fig. 3.1.1.c: Bernard de
Mountfacon, the votive hand
of Sabazius, illustration from
LOANtiquit® e
representée en figure¥ol.

I, Paris, 1722, p. 137.
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