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7. Herder’s The Oldest Document of 
the Human Race and his Philosophy of 

Religion and History1

A perplexing feature of Herder’s Älteste Urkunde des Menschengeschlechts 
(The Oldest Document of the Human Race) of 1774–76 is its fundamental 
ambivalence regarding the legitimacy of natural and supernatural 
modes of explanation. On the one hand, he denies that the creation story 
in the book of Genesis has anything more than limited temporal and 
geographical significance for our understanding of nature. But on the 
other hand, he attributes to that same creation story, and particularly to 
what he calls its ‘hieroglyphic’ form, a supra-temporal significance for 
the development of human knowledge, including natural science. The 
aim of this essay is firstly, to examine the two sides of this ambivalence, 
and secondly, to trace the historical influences which underlie Herder’s 
conviction that the Mosaic ‘hieroglyph’ served as a basic key to 
understanding nature in the past, and even retains this function in the 
present.

In the earliest drafts of The Oldest Document, the above-mentioned 
ambivalence is not yet apparent. Herder’s antipathy towards all 
interpretations of the Bible in the light of modern science and vice 
versa is strongly marked: the Bible and science, he believes, should be 
kept strictly separate. He writes, for example, of the prophecy of the 
Flood to Noah: ‘In truth, [...] a geographical or physical report was not 
God’s intention’; and then, more generally on nature as understood by 

1  An earlier version of this chapter was originally published as ‘Die naturphilosophische 
Bedeutung von Herders “Ältester Urkunde des Menschengeschlechts”’, in Brigitte 
Poschmann (ed.), Bückeburger Gespräche über Johann Gottfried Herder 1988 (Rinteln: 
Bösendahl, 1989), pp. 210–26.
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an inhabitant of the ancient East: ‘He had not been on voyages with 
Maupertuis and Condamine. He had not weighed the earth and heavenly 
bodies with Newton’.2 The world of modern science, he later continues, 
is disproportionately more complex than that of the ancient Hebrews: 
‘Our world is not the creation of heaven and earth; it is composed of suns 
and earths, of planets and comets, of spiral galaxies and milky ways’.3 
It is consequently mistaken to look in the Mosaic creation story for 
revelations concerning the basic truths of modern science: ‘Oh, it is one 
of the weakest infirmities of the human spirit to expect a supernatural 
physics and metaphysics of creation from the divine understanding, or 
even to contemplate it for a single moment’.4

Besides, Herder leaves us in no doubt as to why he regards all attempts 
to harmonise the Bible and modern science as absurd. There are three 
major reasons for his negative attitude. Firstly, and especially in his early 
drafts of the years 1768 and 1769, he adopts a fundamentally secular 
approach: he views all supposedly supernatural influences with distrust, 
and condemns all those who seek to limit scientific freedom by religious 
dogma: ‘To claim to discover Galileo’s and Torricelli’s and Newton’s 
physics in an ancient song of the Sabbath—is strange enough! But to be 
compelled to find it? to compel it to be there if it does not freely present 
itself? [...]—that is Gothic ignorance and barbarous Gothic distortion! 
It suppresses the human spirit and hampers free invention [...]’.5 And 
although such virtually freethinking sentiments are considerably toned 
down in the final version of 1774 and the discoveries of modern science 
are even described—albeit metaphorically—as ‘revelations’, he still 
insists that these discoveries should not be judged by the yardstick of 
Mosaic cosmology: ‘Descartes and Newton, Newton and Euler! Emissaries 
of God to the human race, why should their revelations be expurgated 
in the light of an ancient oriental composition?’6

The second reason why Herder resists all attempts to harmonise 
the Bible and natural science is his conviction that the creation story 
is primarily a poetic document rather than a philosophical or scientific 

2  Johann Gottfried Herder, Sämtliche Werke (henceforth SW), ed. by Bernhard Suphan, 
33 vols (Berlin: Weidmann, 1877–1913), VI, 49; cf. VI, 205ff. 

3  SW VI, 46.
4  SW VI, 86f.
5  SW VI, 85.
6  SW VI, 207; cf. SW VI, 89. 
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treatise. Thus he writes in his early fragments entitled Archaeology of the 
Orient: ‘And I maintain that a physical system [...] will never provide 
the key to Moses. The whole piece is obviously nothing but a poem, an 
oriental poem, built entirely on sensuous appearance, on the opinions 
of the national faith, and even on utterly false opinions’.7 Although 
the implicit critique of supernaturalism that still clings to such early 
pronouncements is absent in the 1774 version, Herder still emphasises 
the poetic character of the creation document as a ‘commemorative song’8 
or ‘a portrait of dawn, an image of the break of day’.9 In this respect, the 
document in question is accordingly much more accessible to aesthetic 
intuition than to the scientific understanding. 

The third and final reason why Herder wishes to keep the Bible and 
science strictly separate is that historicism which distinguishes so many 
of his early works on literature and history. It is simply inconceivable 
for him that the ancient Israelites, in their own historical and cultural 
context, could have held the same views on nature as the scientists of 
the eighteenth century:10

Since in the earliest times the true composition of air, the atmosphere, 
and the formation of rain, hail, snow, clouds, thunder and lightning was 
unknown to them or not yet as familiar as it is to us, their ecstatic, image-
filled eyes created for them a world as they saw it, or thought they saw 
it. Thus the sky was for them at one moment a great, widespread tent, 
at another a blue, solid vault, at another even the floor of God and his 
thunder-horses and thunder-chariot.

To summarise the conclusions so far: from the earliest to the final 
version of The Oldest Document, Herder’s arguments against the 
application of modern science to the first book of Moses and vice versa 
play a major part. They are particularly prominent in the final version 
of 1774, for they are discussed right at the beginning of the work and 
occupy nearly the first twenty pages.11 The entire project of physico-
theology, whereby attempts were made in the first half of the eighteenth 
century to reconcile the most diverse areas of science with the Bible and 

7  SW VI, 32f.
8  SW VI, 325.
9  SW VI, 258.
10  SW VI, 13.
11  SW VI, 197–217.
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Christian dogmatics, is dismissed as an aberration. In Herder’s words, 
‘Scheuchzer’s, Nieuwentyt’s and other works of this kind are mostly good 
or excellent in their physical sections, but lamentable in their theological, 
and especially their interpretative parts’.12

One might therefore expect that The Oldest Document would have little 
positive to offer in respect of natural science and natural philosophy, let 
alone that the author would himself attempt to attribute any scientific 
significance to the Mosaic creation story. But precisely the opposite is the 
case. In fact, Herder begins between 1770 and 1774 to modify his views 
on this entire range of questions; but instead of abandoning his original 
arguments against scientific interpretations of Genesis, he simply lets 
them stand and increasingly applies the same methods which he had 
previously condemned in other interpreters.

Such contradictions are, of course, by no means uncommon in 
Herder’s works. In the present case, the explanation is not difficult either, 
because we can follow step by step how the plainly secularising approach 
of his Archaeology of the Orient of 1768–69 is gradually superseded by the 
much more ambivalent attitude of The Oldest Document of 1774–76. 

This development is, of course, connected with his apparent turn 
to revealed religion and his increasingly close relationship with the 
Christian fideist Hamann. The effects of this change of outlook in The 
Oldest Document of 1774 include, for example, the fact that the creation 
story is now described as a ‘divine revelation’,13 and that naturalistic 
interpretations of the earliest phase of human history by Voltaire, Hume, 
Maupertuis and others are circumstantially rejected.14 In addition to 
revelation by natural means, Herder now expressly speaks of ‘the voice 
of a teacher [...], for which no one but God was present at the beginning of 
time’. 15 Despite his earlier pronouncements, he now seems to suggest 
that the first human beings gained through divine revelation insights 
into nature and cosmogony which they could not have attained by 
natural means.16

12  SW VI, 202.
13  SW VI, 258.
14  SW VI, 265f., 309, etc.
15  SW VI, 265f.
16  Cf. Rudolf Haym, Herder, 2nd edn (Berlin: Aufbau Verlag, 1954), 2 vols, I, 592: 

‘Thus Herder’s view fluctuates in mystical vagueness between the natural and the 
miraculous.’
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But along with this apparent new piety, there is a second and 
more important factor which caused Herder, despite his own counter-
arguments, to assume a positive scientific content in the creation story. 
This factor is his conviction, already emerging in his years in Riga, 
that the explanation of any phenomenon must be sought above all in 
its origin or first manifestation—in other words, that its later stages of 
development are already present in its earliest state and can perhaps 
already be detected there. This conviction is expressed as follows in his 
early Fragments on Recent German Literature: ‘In the seed lies the plant 
with all its parts; in the embryonic animal the creature with all its limbs: 
and in the origin of a phenomenon the whole wealth of elucidation 
through which its explanation becomes Genetic’.17 As this sentence 
suggests, Herder’s so-called ‘genetic method’18 seems to be related to the 
preformation theory of eighteenth-century biology, a theory to which 
Herder subscribed until at least his Bückeburg period.19 If one applies 
this ‘genetic method’ to the first emergence of science—and these 
beginnings, for Herder, are to be found in that very document which 
he and most of his contemporaries regarded as the oldest surviving 
description of the origin of the world, i.e. the initial chapters of the 
Bible—one must logically conclude that the discoveries of modern 
science must at least implicitly be contained in this ‘oldest document’. 
And this is precisely what Herder’s theory of the Mosaic ‘hieroglyph’ 
maintains. In short, Herder’s predilection for ‘genetic’ explanation led 
him to revive and reformulate a much older concept, still current in the 
seventeenth century, namely the concept of a prisca sapientia, or original 
wisdom of the first human beings, in which all the scientific discoveries 
of later centuries were implicitly or explicitly foreshadowed.20

This concept of a prisca sapientia is merely the philosophical and 
scientific version of a much more comprehensive theory of religious 

17  SW II, 62.
18  This expression is used, for example, by Max Rouché, La philosophie de l’histoire de 

Herder (Paris: Société d’édition: Les Belles Lettres, 1940), p. 21. 
19  Cf. H. B. Nisbet, Herder and the Philosophy and History of Science (Cambridge: 

MHRA, 1970), pp. 65f. and 201f.; also Hans Dietrich Irmscher, ‘Grundlagen der 
Geschichtsphilosophie Herders’, in Bückeburger Gespräche über Johann Gottfried 
Herder, ed. by Brigitte Poschmann (Rinteln: Bösendahl, 1984), pp. 12–19.

20  The concept of a prisca sapientia is discussed in detail in the important article by J. E. 
McGuire and P. M. Rattansi, ‘Newton and the “Pipes of Pan”’, Notes and Records of 
the Royal Society, 21–22 (1966–67), 108–43 (pp. 115 and 123).



150 On the Literature and Thought of the German Classical Era

history—the theory of a prisca theologia or original revelation of all the 
main truths of religion to the first human beings.21 The following outline 
of the prisca theologia and prisca sapientia may serve to furnish a better 
understanding of Herder’s hypothesis of a ‘hieroglyph’, particularly 
in its scientific connotation; and at the same time, Herder’s ‘genetic 
method’ will be applied to his own thought.

The conception that all religions and mythologies of early antiquity 
are based on a single original revelation, of which the Old Testament 
version is merely the oldest and most reliable record, was already 
current in antiquity. It was first developed and expounded in detail by 
several Church Fathers, above all Lactantius, Clement of Alexandria, 
and Eusebius. These Church Fathers supported their theory by 
reference to various supposedly ancient texts of the pagan religions, for 
example the hermetic and Orphic writings and Pythagorean ‘Carmina 
aurea’. (In fact, most of these writings were nor composed until the first 
centuries AD.) They took the view that all these texts, albeit with many 
later falsifications, reflected a single prototheology which contained 
such articles of faith of the Judaeo-Christian tradition as monotheism, 
the Holy Trinity, and the creation of the world out of nothing. It was 
also believed that traces of the original revelation could be discerned 
in Platonic philosophy. The main object of these reinterpretations of 
heathen texts was, of course, apologetic: they were meant to convince 
the heathens that their own religious and philosophical writings were 
merely corrupt versions of the oldest sacred writings of Christianity, 
and that the only authentic record of the original revelation was that in 
the Bible. If they could once be convinced that this was the case, there 
was no further obstacle to their conversion to Christianity.

The history of this theory of a prisca theologia from the Church 
Fathers and Neo-Platonism to its revival in and after the Renaissance 
by various thinkers from Ficino to Cudworth was largely illuminated in 
1972 by D. P. Walker in his essay collection The Ancient Theology. Studies 

21  On the concept of a prisca theologia, see especially D. P. Walker, The Ancient Theology. 
Studies in Christian Platonism from the Fifteenth to the Eighteenth Century (London: 
Duckworth, 1972). Although Walker (p. 1) claims to have first introduced the term 
prisca theologia, it occurs in several works within the tradition he himself discusses, 
e.g. in one of the passages he cites (p. 20) from Ficino, and in Paul Ernst Jablonski, 
Pantheon Aegyptiorum, 3 vols (Frankfurt an der Oder: Christian Kleyb, 1750–52), III, 
p. iv. 
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in Christian Platonism from the Fifteenth to the Eighteenth Century. One of 
the most interesting insights which Walker provides is that of the central 
role which ancient Egypt, and particularly the Egyptian God Thoth or 
Theut (who is sometimes identified with Hermes Trismegistus), played 
in the transmission of the original revelation.22

Herder is actually one of the last proponents of this ancient theory. 
He first discovered the outlines of the prisca theologia chiefly from ancient 
sources, as his letter of 15 October 1770 to J. H. Merck indicates: he cites 
in it a list of authors he has read in connection with his ‘hieroglyph’ 
hypothesis, namely ‘Jablonsky, Philo, Clement [of Alexandria], 
Eusebius, Orpheus, Porphyry, Jamblichus, and the Pythagoreans of 
Gale’.23 The Church Fathers and Neo-Platonists listed here were all 
indebted to the tradition of the prisca theologia. Jablonski, who is named 
in The Oldest Document as an authority on the Egyptian religion, was 
also an adherent of the prisca theologia, as were Thomas Hyde, Ralph 
Cudworth, and other commentators on the religions and philosophies 
of antiquity with whose work Herder became acquainted between his 
Riga and Bückeburg periods. Herder’s library, in which oriental works 
were particularly numerous, also contained a remarkable number of 
works directly related to the prisca theologia tradition.24

It may at first sight seem surprising that this theory of the prisca 
theologia could still be taken seriously around 1770 despite its drastic 
simplification and generalisation of ancient religious history. It owed its 
enduring credibility above all to the short Biblical chronology which—
apart from a few sceptics—was still generally taken as authoritative, 
although it was increasingly called into question by geological 
discoveries. If the earth was less than 6,000 years old, all the religions of 
antiquity must have arisen within a relatively short time among peoples 

22  Walker, The Ancient Theology, pp. 16, 18f., and 101; cf. McGuire and Rattansi, 
‘Newton and the “Pipes of Pan”’, p. 128. 

23  Johann Gottfried Herder, Briefe. Gesamtausgabe 1763–1803, ed. by Karl-Heinz Hahn, 
Wilhelm Dobbek and Günter Arnold, 10 vols (Weimar: Böhlau, 1977–2001), I, 261. 
The work by Gale cited by Herder is presumably the Opuscula mythologica physica 
et ethica, graece et latine, ed. by Thomas Gale (Amsterdam: Henricus Wetsteinius, 
1688); it contains an item entitled Ex quorundam Pythagoreorum libris fragmenta, in 
quibus de Philosophia Morali agitur (pp. 657–752). 

24  Bibliotheca Herderiana (Weimar: privately printed, 1804): No. 6oo, Das Platonisch-
Hermetische Christentum von Colberg; No. 1062, Ursinus de Zoroastre, Hermete Trism. 
Sanchoniathone. Norimb. 1661; No. 2927, Ath. Kircheri Oedipus Aegyptiacus. Rom 
1652; etc.; cf. Walker, The Ancient Theology, pp. 231ff.
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whose common origin was still recent. And if the Old Testament—or 
at least the five books of Moses—dated from the earliest times, it was 
quite probable that the oldest writings of all the other early religions 
were in some way indebted to them or related to them via a common 
source. Already in the seventeenth century, this theory was also applied 
to science. This application seemed particularly appropriate, since the 
first chapter of the Bible had the origin of the world as its subject and 
since cosmogony occupied a central place in nearly all the religions of 
antiquity. As part of the original revelation, the Mosaic creation story 
therefore seemed to be the model for all the later creation stories; and 
if its truth was supposedly beyond doubt, as it still was in seventeenth-
century Europe, then all parts of modern science which dealt with 
the origin of the world must necessarily be in accord with the Mosaic 
account. 

One did not need to subscribe to the prisca theologia theory in order to 
accept that the Bible and science were compatible, since this was in any 
case an article of faith for all the Christian churches. But the extended 
version of this theory, that of the prisca sapientia, went much further. This 
theory assumed that the original revelation contained a greater number 
of truths concerning nature and the universe than those recorded in 
the Bible. Newton, for example, was of the opinion that not only the 
Copernican theory of the planets, but also his own theory of gravity 
was among these truths, which had subsequently been lost but already 
rediscovered by some thinkers in antiquity.25 There are even some 
indications that Newton saw the main purpose of his own scientific 
work as that of rediscovering the pure and unadulterated truths of 
the original divine revelation, and that he for a time had the intention 
of incorporating his thoughts on this problem in a new edition of his 
Principia Mathematica.26

This conception of science as a rediscovery of truths from the earliest 
times is, of course, very different from the usual picture of modern 
science and its development from Galileo to Newton as a progressive and 
secularising movement which turned its back on all received wisdom 
and tradition. But in more recent times, it has become ever clearer that 

25  See McGuire and Rattansi, ‘Newton and the “Pipes of Pan”’, p. 109; also Walker, The 
Ancient Theology, p. 243.

26  See McGuire and Rattansi, ‘Newton and the “Pipes of Pan”’, p. 121.
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the ideological premises of science, right down to the present day, 
have been by no means as uniform and straightforward as previously 
assumed.27 Even by the time of the Enlightenment, we still encounter all 
kinds of archaic elements and relics of mystical and hermetic wisdom, 
and not just in the thought of such outsiders as Swedenborg and Lavater, 
but also in the work of Leibniz, Newton, and other leading thinkers.28 
There were, of course, great differences, both between individuals and 
national traditions. For example, French natural philosophy since the 
time of Descartes emphasised its originality and superiority to all earlier 
disciplines more strongly than was the case in other countries, and 
showed little interest in looking for precursors of its own theories in 
the earliest times.29 In England, however, the case was quite otherwise: 
scholars as different as Francis Bacon, whose work De sapientia veterum 
presented ancient mythology as an allegorical expression of opinions 
closely related to his own theories,30 and the Cambridge Platonists 
More and Cudworth, along with the experimental scientists Boyle 
and Newton,31 considered many—if not all—modern discoveries as 
rediscoveries of ancient truths. This constant retrospection on the 
most distant past certainly contributed to that preoccupation with 
first beginnings and original circumstances that became characteristic 
of the eighteenth century, and is encountered in the works of Leibniz, 
Rousseau, Buffon, and Kant—as well, of course, as Herder.32

These were accordingly the traditions which Herder took up when 
he applied his ‘genetic method’ to the so-called ‘oldest document of the 
human race’. The end result was that his Mosaic ‘hieroglyph’ became 
a universal means of explanation, and threatened to supplant that 
historical relativism which was still dominant in the early versions of 

27  Cf. J. V. Golinski, ‘Science in the Enlightenment’, History of Science, 24 (1986), pp. 
411–24; I am indebted to Robert Iliffe of the Department of History and Philosophy 
of Science, University of Cambridge, for the reference to this article and to Newton’s 
interest in the prisca sapientia in his unpublished papers. 

28  Cf. Rolf Christian Zimmermann, Das Weltbild des jungen Goethe. Studien zur 
hermetischen Tradition des deutschen 18. Jahrhunderts, 2 vols (Munich: Fink, 1969–79), 
I, 139f.

29  See Walker, ‘Newton and the “Pipes of Pan”’, pp. 195f.
30  On Herder’s familiarity with such ideas of Bacon see H. B. Nisbet, ‘Herder and 

Francis Bacon’, Modern Language Review, 62 (1967), pp. 267–83 (pp. 268f.).
31  See McGuire and Rattansi, ‘Newton and the “Pipes of Pan”’, pp. 132–36.
32  Cf. Frank E. Manuel, The Eighteenth Century Confronts the Gods (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1959), p. 132. 
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his work. The ‘hieroglyph’ was now not only intended to serve as a key 
to the wisdom of the earliest human societies, but was also endowed 
with a supra-temporal significance for modern science.

Herder’s growing belief in the authority of the Bible, even in relation 
to science, is most prominently expressed in the fourth part of The Oldest 
Document, published in 1776: the story of Adam is here interpreted with 
the help of the theories of Haller and Buffon.33 For it is now Herder’s 
intention to prove that the truths of revelation have been confirmed by 
modern science—the very hypothesis which he had condemned in the 
first part of his work two years earlier. But it is significant that nearly all 
the scientific references of 1776 are to Haller’s physiology, whereas the 
equivalent theories of other contemporary thinkers and scientists such 
as Helvétius, Moscati, La Mettrie and de Maillet are unceremoniously 
rejected.34 What Herder particularly likes about Haller’s reflections 
is their vitalistic tendency: all biological processes are reduced to 
invisible ‘forces’ (Kräfte), which Herder so often employs as a means 
of avoiding the appearance of contradiction between naturalistic 
and supernaturalistic modes of explanation; in contrast with this 
approach, the methods of Helvétius and the other rejected theorists are 
unambiguously mechanistic and materialistic. Thus, Herder can appeal 
to Haller when he declares: ‘The breath of God is within us, a collection of 
invisible, powerful and so diverse vital forces combined only in vapour’.35 But 
this solution to the conflict between opposite methods of explanation 
is only apparent: it leaves untouched that deeper ambivalence which 
runs through The Oldest Document, and which derives from Herder’s 
characteristic wish to employ both relative and absolute standards in the 
explanation of natural and historical processes.

Let us finally turn to the scientific and philosophical significance 
of Herder’s ‘hieroglyph’. When this theory first appears in the drafts 
of 1768 or 1769, its claims to validity are still modest. For example, the 
‘hieroglyph’ still has nothing to do with nature and natural science; it 
purports to be no more than a structural feature of the creation story, 
a complex of symmetries and parallelisms in the Mosaic description of 

33  SW VII, 11f., 17f., 24, 80, 90f., etc.
34  SW VII, 71–76; cf. also SW, VII, 114: the name ‘Telliamed’ cited here is a reversal of 

his own name used by de Maillet as a pseudonym.
35  SW VII, 13.
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the seven days of creation which Herder describes as a ‘hieroglyph’.36 Its 
significance at this stage is purely formal and poetic. The first indication 
that Herder accords a wider scope to his theory occurs in his letter to 
Merck of 15 October 1770, in which he tells his friend: ‘I have made 
a strange discovery in recent days, that the hieroglyph which I have 
long since noticed in the first book of Moses, Chapter I and Chapter 
II to verse 3 [...] is as certainly basic throughout the entire Egyptian 
pantheon, secret rituals, wise teachings of Thoth or Theut, etc. as my 
name is Herder.’37 He further asserts—just like the advocates of the 
prisca sapientia—that the creation story must have arisen before the time 
of Moses, because the Egyptians seem to have acquired it from an earlier 
source. This lends a higher degree of probability to his suppositions that 
the original revelation contained many more truths than Moses records, 
and that the ‘hieroglyph’ implies far more extensive knowledge than the 
Bible explicitly mentions.

When the first volume of The Oldest Document appeared in 1774, the 
scope of Herder’s theory had become wider still. The ‘hieroglyph’, he 
claims, was the basis not just of the Egyptian religion, but also of all the 
arts and sciences of early times: ‘now all human writing and symbolism 
had taken shape around it and in it, the oldest, most important arts and 
sciences of human society, physics and chronology, astronomy and what was 
called philosophy emerged from it’.38 Towards the end of the first part 
of the work, such claims become even more exaggerated, inasmuch as 
the ‘hieroglyph’ now counts as something ‘which was to engage all the 
senses and forces of the human being, exert pressure on and guide his entire 
soul for eternities of his race’39—and hence fulfils a permanent heuristic 
function; in short, it was the origin of everything that exists!’40

Thus Herder now claims for his ‘hieroglyph’ a cognitive content 
which goes far beyond the limits of our knowledge of nature. The scope 
of this content also exceeds everything I could find in the main sources 
on which he drew for The Oldest Document, although the ‘hieroglyph’ 
is in this respect merely a logical extension of the ancient notion of a 

36  SW VI, 38f.
37  Herder, Briefe. Gesamtausgabe, I, 261.
38  SW VI, 290.
39  SW VI, 319.
40  SW VI, 323.



156 On the Literature and Thought of the German Classical Era

prisca sapientia. Herder’s immediate source seems to have been Paul 
Ernst Jablonski (whose name is, incidentally, the first in the list of 
sources mentioned in his letter to Merck). One reads in Jablonski, for 
example, that Thoth or Theut was originally not a god but only the 
name of a monument on which all the elements of Egyptian religion 
were inscribed (no doubt in hieroglyphic script).41 What Herder says 
about the scientific content of his ‘hieroglyph’ is likewise largely based 
on Jablonski, to whom he owes many of his remarks on chronology and 
the seven planets, the seven primary colours, the seven metals, the seven 
musical notes, etc. as basic elements of Egyptian natural history.42 That 
the number seven in The Oldest Document became almost an obsession 
for him is again partly due to Jablonski.43 Herder’s choice of the word 
‘hieroglyph’ to designate the symmetrical structure of the creation 
story is, however, due to Hamann;44 but it cannot be ruled out that the 
extensive literature on the Egyptian hieroglyphs listed in the catalogue 
of Herder’s library may also have played a part—for example, the work 
entitled Hieroglyphica sive de sacris Aegyptiorum (Basle, 1556) by J. P. 
Valeriano, who emphasised that Moses had gained his education in 
Egypt and described his manner of writing as ‘hieroglyphic’.45

But before I leave these reflections, I should like to draw attention to 
an interesting parallel to Herder’s ‘hieroglyph’—a parallel which was 
perhaps known to him and which, like his own equivalent, is closely 
related to the tradition of the prisca theologia. In the last years of the 
seventeenth century, the French Jesuit Joachim Bouvet, a missionary in 
China who had immersed himself in the wisdom of the ancient Chinese, 
claimed to have discovered an important secret. He believed that he had 
unravelled the mystery of the Y-King, a work supposedly written by the 

41  Jablonski, Pantheon Aegyptiorum III, iv.
42  SW VI, 376 and 382; cf. Jablonski, Pantheon Aegyptiorum, III, liiif.
43  See Jablonski, Pantheon Aegyptiorum, III, xxiv: ‘numerus septenarius Orientalibus 

sanctus erat’. 
44  See Sven-Aage Jørgensen, in Bückeburger Gespräche über Johann Gottfried Herder 1988, 

ed. by Brigitte Poschmann (Rinteln: Bösendahl, 1989), p. 104.
45  See also Walker, The Ancient Theology, p. 102 and Bibliotheca Herderiana No. 2651: 

Jo. Pier. Valeriani Hieroglyphica, Francof. 1678; No. 1650: Hieroglyphica Horapollinis a 
Dav. Hoeschelio. Aug. Vind. 1595; No. 2676: Athan. Kircheri Prodromus Aegypticus, 
Rom. 1636; etc.; on the history of the hexagonal figure described by Herder as a 
‘hieroglyph’, whose origins lie not in Biblical studies but in the magical and 
alchemistic literature of the Middle Ages, see Gershom Scholem, ‘The Curious 
History of the Six-Pointed Star’, Commentary. A Jewish Review, 8 (1949), 243–51. 
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mythical emperor Fohi, which played an important part in the thought 
of Taoism. The Y-King contains a long series of hexagrams, i.e. squares 
composed of six parallel lines, one or more of which may be interrupted 
in the middle. These hexagrams had been used for prophecy since 
ancient times, but Bouvet believed he had discovered a much more 
profound sense in them, namely the lost wisdom of the first Biblical 
patriarchs who had visited China in early times, and which they then 
recorded in symbolic form in the Y-King. (The intention which underlay 
his efforts, of course, was to convert the Chinese to Christianity.) He 
said in summary of his conclusions: ‘The figure in the system of FOHI 
was like a universal symbol, invented by some extraordinary genius of 
antiquity like Hermes Trismegistus, in order to render visible the most 
abstract principles of all the sciences.’46 Bouvet further remarked on 
the Y-King: ‘this kind of writing seems to me to embody the veritable 
idea of the ancient hieroglyphs and the Cabbala of the Hebrews’,47 and 
concluded that the study of this work offered an opportunity ‘to recover 
the ancient and universal system of the sciences’.48 He also declared 
that the Chinese script was derived from the Egyptian hieroglyphs, 
and that the emperor Fohi was presumably none other than Hermes 
Trismegistus, Enoch, or Zoroaster.49

These ideas first became known in Europe through Bouvet’s 
correspondence with Leibniz. This correspondence, in which Leibniz 
showed a keen interest in Bouvet’s research and himself attempted a 
mathematical interpretation of the hexagrams, lasted from roughly 1697 
to 1702; it was published in extract in 173450 and included in 1768 in the 
major Leibniz edition compiled by Louis Dutens.51

There is no evidence that Herder knew this correspondence. But 
we do know that he was reading ancient Chinese writings during the 

46  G. W. Leibniz, Opera omnia, ed. by Louis Dutens, 6 vols (Geneva: Fratres de Tournes, 
1768), IV/1, pp. 147f. (letter of Bouvet to le Gobien, 8 November 1700, forwarded by 
le Gobien to Leibniz on 10 November 1701). On this entire episode see Walker, The 
Ancient Theology, pp. 221–29 and Joseph Needham, Science and Civilisation in China, 
vol. II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), pp. 340–45.

47  Leibniz, Opera omnia, IV/1, pp. 154f.
48  Ibid., IV/1, p. 168.
49  Ibid., IV/1, pp. 160 and 158.
50  G. W. Leibniz, Recueil de diverses Pièces sur la Philosophie, ed. by Christian Kortholt 

(Hamburg: publisher unknown, 1734), pp. 70ff.
51  Leibniz, Opera omnia, IV/1, pp. 145–68.
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preparation of The Oldest Document. For example, he borrowed in June 
1772 through his friend Christian Gottlob Heyne another sacred text 
from the Göttingen library,52 namely the Shu-King, in an edition which 
also included an essay on the Y-King;53 extracts from this essay and 
from the Shu-King itself are still present in his posthumous papers.54 
The author of the essay on the Y-King was a colleague of Bouvet, who 
refers to the latter’s theory on the common ancestry of the Chinese 
and Christian religions, but without going into any detail. However 
that may be, Herder also possessed a work by Johann Thomas Haupt 
on the Y-King, in which the questions discussed by Bouvet and Leibniz 
are mentioned;55 it remains to be seen whether he already possessed 
this book at the time of writing The Oldest Document. But even if Herder 
knew nothing of Bouvet’s correspondence with Leibniz at the time 
of The Oldest Document, it is unlikely that the similarity between his 
‘hieroglyph’ and Bouvet’s theory of the Chinese hexagrams was simply 
coincidental. For the similarity must be due at least in part to the fact 
that Bouvet and the other French Jesuits in China were working within 
the framework of the same tradition that Herder encountered through 
other sources—the tradition of the prisca theologia and the prisca sapientia.

Finally, another important question remains unanswered. What did 
Herder mean when he declared that the ‘hieroglyph’ was the origin of 
all the sciences, and that it was destined to guide human beings ‘for 
eternities of [their] race’?56 That the ‘hieroglyph’ may have hinted at a few 
basic elements of the oldest theories of nature, especially if it concerned 
simple groups of seven planets, notes, metals, etc., is conceivable and 
comprehensible. But in what sense could it also have foreshadowed 
discoveries of modern science? 

In the first part of his Ideas on the Philosophy of History of 1784, Herder 
develops a theory which was to play a significant part in nineteenth-
century biology—the theory of an animal ‘type’, according to which 

52  Herder, Briefe. Gesamtausgabe, II, 183, Herder to Heyne, June 1772.
53  Le Chou-King, un des livres sacrés des Chinois, ed. by Joseph de Guignes (Paris: N. M. 

Tilliard, 1770). 
54  See Hans Dietrich Irmscher and Emil Adler, Der handschriftliche Nachlass Johann 

Gottfried Herders. Katalog (Wiesbaden: Harrasowitz, 1979), p. 235.
55  Bibliotheca Herderiana, No. 2813: Joh. Thom. Haupts Auslegung des kayserl. Buchs Ye 

Kim, Rostock 1753.
56  SW VI, 319.



 1597. Herder’s The Oldest Document and his Philosophy of Religion and History

all the vertebrates, and perhaps even other creatures and natural 
forms, were constructed on a single model.57 In the same connection, 
he cites similar ideas from Buffon’s works on comparative anatomy, 
which probably influenced his own theory.58 Despite this anatomical 
connection, I am not convinced that Herder’s concept of an organic ‘type’ 
was derived from his anatomical reflections; it arose rather, I believe, 
from the ‘hieroglyph’ of The Oldest Document. The two theories have 
numerous points of contact. For example, Herder calls his ‘hieroglyph’ 
the ‘type of creation’;59 and on another occasion, he compares it to the 
human figure and calls it a ‘microcosm’,60 just as, in an early draft of the 
Ideas, he associates his concept of ‘type’ with that of a microcosm.61 Even 
the theological expressions he uses to characterise the ‘hieroglyph’ recur 
in the Ideas when he defines the ‘type’ as follows: ‘this one type, i.e. the 
basic inner laws of this single active force through which the creative 
and productive deity reveals himself’.62 But more important than these 
verbal affinities is the conceptual relationship between the two theories. 
When Herder draws attention to the parallelisms in the creation story in 
order to elucidate his ‘hieroglyph’, he refers more than once to the fact 
that Moses groups together the creatures of the water and the air. In 
view of the anatomical similarities between the two classes of animals, 
he maintains that this association is entirely justified: ‘The parallel of the 
two oceans, air and water! Here the fish fly, as it were, on their winged 
fins, and there the birds swim on their wings’. 63 Within the framework 
of comparative anatomy, he reverts in the Ideas to the same parallel with 
a reference to Moses.64 In other words, even the anatomical content of 
the ‘type’ theory recalls the ‘hieroglyph’ of The Oldest Document. 

But there is an even closer connection between the ‘hieroglyph’ and 
the ‘type’, which Herder only hints at in his later works, as for example 
in the following sentences from an early draft for the Ideas: ‘One and the 

57  SW XIII, 66–69; cf. SW XIII, 274 and SW XIV, 590. For further details on this theory, 
see H. B. Nisbet, ‘Herder, Goethe and the Natural “Type”’, Publications of the English 
Goethe Society, 37 (1967), pp. 83–119.

58  SW XIV, 624 and 693. 
59  SW VI, 485. 
60  SW VI, 314f. and 419.
61  SW XIII, 68n.
62  SW XIII, 274.
63  SW VI, 245; cf. SW VI, 53f. 
64  SW XIII, 424.
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same form repeats itself in all earthly beings. Where formation begins, 
from the snowflake and the crystal [...] up through all the structures of 
plants and animals, only one prototype seems to be present’.65 And he 
says many years later in his Adrastea: ‘The laws of formation of creative 
nature are everywhere the same; the flower of winter, the snowflake, 
reveals to you the secret of emerging worlds’.66 The answer to the 
question as to why the snowflake in particular should be the key to this 
secret lies, of course, in the form of the snow crystal, which represents 
a hexagonal star and is therefore identical with Herder’s ‘hieroglyph’.

If Herder still has in mind the ‘hieroglyph’ of The Oldest Document in 
such passages from his late works, and if the concept of the ‘type’ in the 
Ideas arose out of it, why does he not explicitly refer to his earlier theory? 
It probably is not mentioned for the same reason that it is not referred to 
in the section of the Ideas on ancient Egypt, where one might most readily 
have expected it: after the negative reception of his mystical speculations 
in The Oldest Document, Herder hesitates to renew these speculations in 
works or contexts where the progress of the empirical sciences is the 
focus of discussion.67 In his later works, his natural philosophy is based 
largely on Spinoza, and his scientific thought mainly on the results of 
recent research. But it can be seen from The Oldest Document that some of 
his ideas on natural philosophy go back to a very much older tradition.

65  SW XIV, 590.
66  SW XXIII, 533; cf. SW XXII, 88.
67  Cf. Ulrich Faust, Mythologien und Religionen des Ostens bei Johann Gottfried Herder 

(Münster: Aschendorff, 1977), p. 102: ‘The chapter on Egypt in Herder’s Ideas 
indirectly indicates that he has taken back those [earlier] empty and vague 
speculations on the history of Egyptian religious history.’




