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Beyond Words 

The Prescott Public Library Mural 
 

Of all the skills essential to the development of human society, two have been pre-eminent:  the ability 

to communicate and to record.  The repositories of these records are our libraries.  For many centuries, 

books have been emblems of our culture and regarded as one of the defining characteristics of 

civilization.  The development of the book and its gradual spread to mass markets has brought 

entertainment, learning, political, spiritual and intellectual change to millions of people over the 

centuries. 

The object of the ñBeyond Wordsò mural (left to right) is to follow the evolution of the alphabet, of 

writing, of bookmaking and, finally and most importantly, of the public library itself.  And additionally 

to highlight some of the people who played a part in all aspects of the development and history of our 

present library.  These include historic figures, and a number of Southwest and local characters who 

contributed to the Prescott literary scene. 

Historical highlights of the mural  from left to right  

 

WRITING  

Writing marked the real beginning of civilization as we know it.  It began as a conscious and systematic 

activity in the forth millennium BC -- its first manifestation being cuneiform tablets now thought to have 
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originated in Mesopotamia.  The tablets were small, squarish clay pillows impressed or inscribed with 

marks recording business transactions, court decisions, wills, and private correspondence.  There 

followed Egyptian hieroglyphics.  And later came the alphabetic script originating in Phoenicia. 

As time passed the invention of the printing press, the Industrial Revolution, new advances in type, 

design and letter forms, advanced technical processes in printing, book and newspaper illustration, and 

now the age of the Internet all brought and will continue to bring great changes to the way we transmit 

texts from one person to another.  How great a change only time will tell. 

The evolution and history of writing is displayed in the left portion of the mural before the stairs.  

Represented are cuneiform tablets, scrolls, tablets, seals, pictographs, illuminated manuscripts, brush 

writing and several examples of early book bindings. 

 

PAPER 

Paper is a Chinese invention, ascribed to Ls'ai Lun, a member of the Imperial Guard, in 105 AD. The 

use of paper and the knowledge of paper-making spread westwards during the next thousand years.  The 

first recorded use of paper in Europe was in Spain in 950; reaching Germany in 1282 and England in 

1309.  Paper only gradually replaced parchment and vellum but was well established in Western Europe 

by the mid-fifteenth century.  Johann Gutenberg produced his forty-two line Bible (the Gutenberg Bible) 

in 1453-55.  It was the first book printed from type.  The first American paper mill was started by 

William Bradford (the Philadelphia printer) and William Rittenhouse in 1690 in Germantown, 

Pennsylvania.  This was the origin of the American trade in papermaking.   


