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1. Prologue

Once upon a time, probably some tens of thousands of years
ago, people began to speak. Before that, people no doubt looked and
saw, listened and heard, touched and felt, sent and received gestures,
and communicated with themselves and others. But they didndt talk
about it. Then gradually they began to try to express with languages
what they saw and heard and touched, and so on. People are still
trying to do this, with limited success.

fiNo language can be anything but elliptical, requiring a leap of the imagination to
understand its meaning in its relevance to immediate experience.0 (A. N. Whitehead)

I am going to speculate about ways Euclid and other geometers have used languages to
give directions for drawing and imagining certain kinds of diagrams which show us something
about ways we see things.

One need not turn to formal geometry to give directions of this sort. Sketches can be
used to show ways to get from one place to another, how to build things, where to look for
objects in the sky like stars and planets, and so on. But thereds something special about
geometric diagrams. For one thing, it is the custom of geometers to give directions not only for
drawing or imagining certain kinds of directions. They also give directions for establishing
relations between collections of diagrams, called proofs.
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2. On the way to Euclid

Long ago, some people took to making pictures of
certain things they saw. After some thousands of years,
people took to trying to use pictures to draw what they spoke
of. That is, they started trying to picture sounds, linking sight
with hearing and saying by writing. Besides drawing
pictures of what they saw, they began to draw pictographs of
sounds of speech.
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AA pictograph is a depiction of a material object. Chinese characters mostly
originated from picture writing. In other words, most Chinese characters were originally
pictures of objects. However, there is a fundamental difference between pictographs and

pictures: the former, usually rough sketches of objects(e. g. aé "sun" ©, aé "moon" B, os
"mountain” #4, % "river" ., aH "man" "\, oj "big" ﬁ) or consisting of a characteristic
part only (e.g. ol "ox", ¥'!I "sheep” ’?), are much simpler than the latter. More important
is that pictographs are associated with definite meanings and pronunciations, and have
become symbolic, and as a result of increasing simplification and abstraction, pictographs
of the later ages are quite different from their originals. Compared with those in the
Oracle-Bone Inscriptions, pictographs in the Regular Script are no longer picture like. In
a sense they are not really pictographic, but simply symbolic.0
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