
Thoughts on Liungman's Dictionary of Symbols

I have recently been browsing Carl Liungman's self-translated  Dictionary of Symbols.  It is a 
natural match for my curiosities: as a kid, I was always drawn to the pages of weird symbols at the  
back of the dictionary.  Even though most of them had no relevance to me whatsoever, I loved the idea 
that they were codes.  I had learned my alphabet, “practiced so hard to learn to read” as Whitman says, 
but there were whole other alphabets out there, whole other literatures.  I was and am a glyph geek, and 
in meeting Liungman, I am meeting my pope.  So there's that.

But  by  any standards,  Liungman's  dictionary  is  a  fascinating  document.   In  many ways  it 
reminds me of  Báez' A Universal History of the Destruction of Books.  Both texts are meticulously, 
obsessively researched, and both also take for granted a premise that strikes me as very controversial, if  
not flat-out incorrect.  In Baez' case, as I've discussed, this is the equation of physical documents with 
texts as idealities.  For Liungman, it is the assumption that ideographs share a common etymology.  For 
instance, in one of the early chapters, he asserts that:

Again, these claim is asserted more than defended; we have to reconstruct the arguments for and 
against ourselves.

My initial response was to think that this claim was nonsense: surely the symbols above were 
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devised by the kids over in marketing, with no reference to alchemical texts or Christian symbology. 
After all, etymology has always been a game of amateurs making up crazy stories.  To judge from 
social media, for instance, the popularity of an etymology is inversely proportional to how much sense 
it makes.  

On the other hand, documented etymologies often seem to rely on proximity dynamics.  For 
instance, “Yuppie”, dating to 1982, is an acronymic slang (for Young Urban Professional).  During the 
early 1980s, though, it fought off “Yumpie” and “Yap” for the same piece of semantic turf.  In this little 
evolutionary contest, it certainly helped that yuppie strongly resembles Yippie, which perforce suggests 
a whole social critique: in the 1960s kids were joinging the Youth International Party and sticking it to  
the man, but nowadays the kids are all  investment  bankers.  Notably,  this selection process seems 
plausible even if yuppie wasn't invented with Yippie in mind.  Thirty years later, no one remembers the 
Yippies  and  many  people  have  forgotten  the  acronymic  basis  of  “yuppie”,  yet  the  word  remains 
current, while yumpie and yap have gone the way of gadzooks.

Liungmann makes a very unfocused but compelling case that something similar happens with 
symbols.  For instance, the ideograph known in German as the sigrune:

is almost always used to designate energy, power, force,  danger, or heat.  It appears in this 
connoting capacity in military applications (the German SS, the US Marine Corps snipers); in electrical 
applications;  in  comic  strips  (representing  anger);  in  industrial  engineering;  as  the  scar  on  Harry 
Potter's forehead; and so forth.  Clearly this is not a coincidence: some kind of selective pressure is at  
work.  There is a noteworthy gut-response here: yeah, well, the sigrune looks like a lightning bolt, so  
it's a kind of visual onomatopeia.  But that isn't actually true.  Lightning looks like this (photo by 
Mathias Krumbholz, for Wikipedia):



In real lightning, the leaders branch, and very rarely change direction completely; moreover, 
they are curved lines rather than straight lines.  It is a testament to to the power of ideographs (and 
towards Liungmann's thesis) that we remember lightning, and perhaps even percieve it(!), as having the 
shape of a sigrune.  Certainly virtually any child asked to draw a lightning bolt will draw a sigrune. 
Similarly, children (and most adults) will draw an obcordate glyph if you ask them to draw a heart, or a 
cusped-circle glyph for raindrops.  

Some other thoughts:

Hobo Signs

Liungman includes glyphs from three different systems of hobo signs: Swedish, English, an d 
American.  He discusses the similarities and differences between these systems, and raises the question 
of altruistic communication: why leave a sign for someone you don't know?  I don't consider this much  
of a puzzle...the cost of leaving the sign is virtually nil, and the potential gains from reciprocity are  
enormous.  For myself, the larger question about hobo signs is one that Liungman, in his categorical 
frenzy, never asks: are they real?

I don't doubt that there is some core vocabulary of hobo signs that were widely understood, but 
when I see lists of nearly 100 mostly abstract glyphs that were allegedly developed by a decentralized 
population, it smells like pareidolia.  Better: it suggests the desire to exagerate tradition and subcultural 
cohesion, in a space where neither ran very deep.  It is very easy to create a list of cool ideographs that 
hobos could be using; it is much less easy to get Chicken-Leg Jones out somewhere west of Omaha to 
realize that your interlocking rectangle glyph means “stay alert”.

Comparably, one of the more (literally) colorful elements of the US leather subculture is the so-
called “handkerchief code” for signaling one's sexual proclivities.  Some published versions of this 
code run to more than 900 possible signifiers, suggesting that patrons of leather bars in the '70s must  
have carried spreadsheets around with them.  Like the various systems of hobo signs,  or the jelly 
bracelet codes of the 1990s, the handkerchief code is always presented as a received system from some 
type of traditional authority (in this case, the largely fictitious “old guard leather” movement).  We 
never encounter a document that says “hey, fellow hobos, I just made up a handy code we can try”; 
rather, we see such codes presented as if they are already a widespread consensus.

This seems to me unlikely.  It's not that I can't imagine hobos or leatherboys being able to 
remember a 100-glyph lexicon.  Rather, I have a hard time believing that a decentralized subculture can 
arrest semantic drift long enough to build such a vocabulary.

Fascism

In some ways, I think, the closest thing that Liungman has to an explicit thesis is contained in  
an amazing, strange chapter at the beginning of the book: “The ideographic struggle in Europe during 
the 1930s”.  He discusses the swastika, the sigrune and tyr-rune, and the fasces itself, among other 
things, and makes a beautiful, sweepingly crazy claim: “It might even be true that Nazi Germany never  
would have come into existence without the use of ideograms.”

Wow.  Well, maybe so.
What is  certainly  true is that in retrospect, an ideographic history of Fascism reveals all the 

players with their hands tipped slightly further than a merely textual history.  Witness, for instance, the 
fasces on the back of the Mercury / Winged Liberty dime, minted in the US from 1916 to 1945.  The 
initial controversy attached to the dime was the ambiguous religious/gender status of the face on the 



obverse, but the fact that the primary symbol of fascism appears on the reverse will certainly have 
longer legs in numismatic memory.  Throughout America, in the 1920s and 1930s, the fasces appears as  
a recurring symbol,  especially on government  buildings and banks.   And then it  disappears in the 
1940s.

Within the glyph-geeks' frame of reference, the point could hardly be clearer: we were, as a 
culture, flirting with the idea was fascism was a pretty great idea for about two decades.  Then we saw 
what Hitler was prepared to do with it, and our crush (slowly) evaporated.  I have no doubt that this 
storyline is essentially  correct.   It  is backed up by the poll  numbers, by the status of persons like 
Charles Lindbergh and Father Coughlin, by the “Business Plot” conspiracy of '33, and so forth.  But 
any standard history of American fascist sympathies is neccesarily mired in a sea of countervailing 
data, whereas a strictly symbological history can say:  “yup, fasces on the dime from 1916 to 1945”.  
It's almost too easy.

African Writing Systems

I  am  indebted  to  Liungman  for  answering  a  question  that  no  one  else  in  my  educational 
watershed had previously been able to.  Subsaharan Africa has, to the dismay of the colonial powers,  
been home to a number of indigenous civilizations whose accomplishments could not be written off as 
mere “savagery” by even the precious standards of European explorers.  The Kitara/Bachwezi Empire, 
Great Zimbabwe, the Akan peoples, Benin, the Yoruba, Lunda, Luba, Kongo, Kanem, Songhai, Mali 
Empire, and so forth.  Several of these civilizations had metropolitan lifeways, lithics, metalworking, 
active financial markets, and so forth.  All of which put them at least on a par with, say, pre-Roman 
Britain or Germany.

The saving grace for colonial claims of superiority was that no sub-Saharan peoples had ever 
developed a written language.  Now, as a good cultural relativist, this is not a point that concerns me.  I 
don't think written language makes a culture superior any more than I think cities or lithics make a  
culture superior.  Insofar as I believe in “superior” and “inferior” cultures, I suppose my metric is what 
fraction of your resources do you expend in being huge assholes to other people?  Europe has never 
looked so great under that lighting.

But it did always pique my curiosity that cultures like Benin or the Ashanti hadn't developed 
writing.  Why not?  Writing is so useful, and it seems to have been developed entirely independently in  
several places, including Meso-America, which in many respects was less technologically developed 
than Western Africa.  Again, there seems to have been at least a proto-writing in the Pacific islands.  So 
why not in Africa?

As Liungman points out repeatedly, though entirely without commentary, there was.  He focuses 
on the Adinkra symbols of the Akan peoples, now largely in what is Ghana (the partial table below is  
by Robert Rattray, 1927, courtesy of Wikipedia).  Another system, the Nsibidi symbols, occur in what 
is  now Nigeria.   As with  every  aspect  of  sub-Saharan  African  prehistory,  there  are  conflicts  over 
whether or not these technologies were imported from elsewhere, which is to say, whether they can be 
safely attributed to non-blacks.  Yet it seems very clear that the Nsibidi symbols, and probably also the  
Adinkra symbols, were firmly in place before Muslim (and later Christian) contact.  More to the point, 
given  how deeply buried  in  Western awareness these  two sets  of  ideographs are,  it  would  hardly 
surprise me if there aren't fifteen other systems of writing or proto-writing waiting to be “discovered” 
in the history of sub-Saharan Africa.



Morphology

Liungman documents some 2,500 symbols...a very impressive feat that, in a strange way, raises 
the stakes of the game until the reader wants far more.  (By comparison, UTF-16 encoding allows in 
principle just over a million glyphs.)  The problem of indexing these symbols is non-trivial.  In other  
ideographic  dictionaries  I  own,  glyphs  are  organized  by  topical  appearance  (Egyptian),  or  
subcomponents  and  line  counts  (Chinese,  Japanese).   Liungman  organizes  them  by  morphology, 
breaking them up into 52 categories, with names like “Group 39: Single-axis symmetric, straight-lined,  
both open and closed signs with crossing lines.”

As it happens, I have a personal interest in the problem of indexing geometric shapes.  While it 
is nice to see someone else doing a lot of legwork in that regard, my impression is that his system 
doesn't work very well.  I am constantly unable to find what I'm looking for, despite his highly rational 
system.  In fact, I have a similar complaint with the other dictionaries:  only in Egyptian,  which is 
largely representational, is it easy to look things up.  My general impression is that symmetry groups 
and line counts are  usually  good lookup categories, but they need to be a little fuzzy for full effect. 
Straight lines vs. curved lines, open vs. closed shapes, and line-crossings do not seem to stick in (my)  
memory well enough to serve as pattern-search templates.

My Own Attempt

In  the  spirit  of  Liungman,  I  want  to  suggest  a  particular  ur-symbol,  one  of  two  really. 
Throughout the world, ancient petroglyphs, and more specifically cave paintings, contain symbols of 
the human hand.  A few of these are drawn with some type of brush, and some are positive imprints 
made by slapping a painted hand against the stone.  A great many, however, are negative imprints: 
stencils of hands made by blowing pigment (perhaps through a reed?) over one's hand.

That's interesting, because it is a fairly complex operation—much more complicated than just 
daubing one's hand in pigment and pressing it into the wall.  And again, it shows up all over the world, 
from Argentina to Europe to Borneo to Australia.  (North America hand images, interestingly, almost 
all seem to be positive prints rather than negative stencils).   It seems reasonable to suppose that cave 
painting have survived because they are, after all, in caves, while their symbolic content was probably 
much more widely diseminated: on tree trunks, on rocks, scratched in sand on the beach.  So rather 
than talking about a few dozen instances of a symbol, we are probably looking at a few dozen sites that  
are the last remaining instances of a worldwide meme.

Recently there has been some rather inane discussion about whether or not we can determine 
the sex of these artists based on their finger size.  Prior to that, there was a widespread suggestion that 



the handprints were the equivalent of an “artist's signature”, which presupposes that petroglyphs are, in 
some modern sense, “art”, rather than sacral or magical invocations, or something more comparable to 
prose.   In  fact,  the  range  of  possibilities  is  so  large  that  it  defies  parsimony,  and  perhaps  our 
imaginations, to guess.  But I'm gonna do it anyway.

But first,  a poem.  On one of the Thule Expeditions, Knud Rasmussen interviewed an Inuit 
woman named Nalungiaq; her words were edited by Edward Fields into a poem called Magic Words. 
Or maybe not...maybe she never existed, or maybe she was the poet and Fields simply reproduced 
Rasmussen's translation.  The Western appetite for indigenous voices (as a condiment rather than a 
meal) has certainly played havoc with many such stories.  At any rate, the poem is as follows:

In the very earliest time, 
when both people and animals lived on earth,  
a person could become an animal if he wanted to
and an animal could become a human being.
Sometimes they were people
and sometimes animals
and there was no difference.
All spoke the same language.
That was the time when words were like magic.
The human mind had mysterious powers.
A word spoken by chance
might have strange consequences.
It would suddenly come alive
and what people wanted to happen could happen—
all you had to do was say it.
Nobody can explain this:
That's the way it was. 

The second half of this poem, about the power of symbols, seems appropriate to this whole 
discussion.   But it  is  the first  half  that I  want  to focus on.   Whether this is  a poem by Fields or 
Rasmussen or Nalungiaq or her ancestors, it captures a powerful verity of early human existence.  Until 
“recently”, our kind were spread very thin on the earth, and the animals around us were at least our 
equals in terms of power.  Moreover, we did not know for sure that our species was so unique in its 
intellectual abilities.  As I've discussed recently, it would not have been parsimonious to think so; and 
indeed, across southern Europe and central Asia, prior to 30,000 years ago, it  was not true.  Early 
humans coming across a firepit in the woods would have no strong reason to believe that the firepit was  
made by other human beings, as opposed to deer or bear, or skin-changing monsters, or spirits, or gods.

In  that  context,  it  seems relevant  that  the  handprint,  even as  a  rough  shape,  is  unique  to 
hominids.  Moreover, there is a quite obvious distinction between  H. sapiens  and  H. neanderthaler  
handprints, as well.  Plausibly, then, a handprint could serve as an indicator—very much like bear-sign 
or other spoor—that human beings had been somewhere.  Not an artist's signature, then, but a species'  
signature.  (Tantalizingly, in the Argentine site, among many human handprint stencils, there is a rhea-
talon stencil.)  Susannah suggests a further step: by blowing pigment over the hand, one demonstrates  
that one is alive and breathing, rather than a revenant or spirit.

As  with  Liungman's  etymologies,  this  is  a  sort  of  dead-end  exercise,  since  it  is  almost 
impossible to  imagine  such a theory being confirmed (or  falsified).   What we can  say with some 
certainy,  though,  is  that  the  negative-hand-stencil  spread  all  over  the world,  probably by imitation 
rather than by many spontaneous acts of creation.  Whatever its meaning or meanings, it was our first 
lasting written symbol.
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