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The sixteenth and seventeenth century treatises demonstrating the natural, dating back 

to the biblical or mythical times, supremacy of a nation as compared to all others, were 

an inherent element of the traditional tribal concepts of the centre of the world. The 

geographical megalomania was closely linked with genealogical (with time it turned 

into one) and linguistic megalomania (cf. Benedyktowicz, 2000:63). Genealogical 

megalomania thrived on a conviction of the antique or biblical origin of a nation, or 

even both at the same time. Those theses were supported with linguistic evidence, and 

therefore the idiom of a given nation or an ethnical group rose to the rank of the 

original, perfect language, untainted with the subsequent confusion at the tower of 

Babel. The answer to the question what language Adam spoke in Eden is at the same an 

answer to the query about the perfect language. That “Adamic language” will be the 

subject of my deliberation.   

 

I shall start with a quote from an inspiring book by Umberto Eco Ricerca della lingua 

perfetta nella cultura europea:  

 

Europe was forced at the very moment of its birth to confront the drama of 

linguistic fragmentation, and the European culture arose as a reflection on the 

destiny of a multilingual civilization. Its prospects seemed troubled; a remedy 

for linguistic confusion needed to be sought. Some looked backwards, trying to 

rediscover the language spoked by Adam. Others looked ahead, aiming to 

fabricate a rational language possessing the perfections of the lost speech of 

Eden” (Eco, 1994: 19).  

 

The issue of the perfect language used by Adam in Paradise was tackled already by 

Dante in his Latin treatise De vulgari eloquentia (On Eloquence in the vernacular). This 

is what he ascertained:  



 

4. [...] a certain form of language was created by God along with the first soul; I 

say 'form' with reference both to the words used for things, and to the 

construction of words, and to the arrangement of the construction; and this form 

of language would have continued to be used by all speakers, had it not been 

shattered through the fault of human presumption, as will be 

shown below.  

 5. In this form of language Adam spoke; in this form of language spoke all his 

descendants until the building of the Tower of Babel (which is interpreted as 

'tower of confusion' ); this is the form of language inherited by the sons of 

Heber, who are called Hebrews because of it.  

 6. To these alone it remained after the confusion, so that our redeemer, who was 

to descend from them (in so far as He was human), should not speak the 

language of confusion, but that of grace.  

 7. So the Hebrew language was that which the lips of the first speaker moulded 

(Dante, I,VI).  

 

Dante’s opinion was shared by the Fathers of the Church: they had no doubt that 

Hebrew was the divine, perfect, uncontaminated language. Only Gregory of Nyssa 

entertained some doubts (cf. Eco, 1994: 86-87). The myth that Hebrew as the original 

language is able to express the nature of things because it is the divine language used by 

God in the act of creation of the first soul started to be questioned in the 17th century. 

Many humanist scholars took up the subject of “the perfect language” anew. Some, like 

Hugo Grotius or  Méric Casaubon, although sharing the view that by God’s inspiration 

Adam expressed himself in Hebrew, emphasized that already after the flood and before 

the tower of Babel people used multiple languages. Other modern times scholars, 

amongst them Leibniz, entirely negated the possibility of reaching the original language 

and reconstructing its form. Not without meaning is a fact that at the turn of the 16th 

and 17th centuries Europe already knew civilizations that were older than Hebrew, 

which significantly shattered the existing concept of Hebrew being “the first language”. 

 

In the book that has been mentioned above Umberto Eco made a review of  “nationalist 

hypotheses” concerning the Adamic language. He wrote:  

 



Another alternative was to accept that Hebrew had been original perfect 

language, but to argue that, after the confusio, the crown of perfection had been 

bestowed upon other languages (Eco, 1994: 95).  

  

Let us recall some of those theories: 

Giovan Battista Gelli, an Italian philosopher, writer, humanist scholar, in his work 

Dell’origine de Firenze (1542-1544) demonstrated the relationship between the 

Tuscany dialect with the language spoken by Noah, i.e. Aramaic. Spanish Renaissance 

authors claimed that Tubal, the fifth son of Japheth, Noah’s grandson, spoke Castilian. 

Jan van Gorp (Goropius Becanus), a linguist scholar from Antwerp, in the treatise 

Origines Antwerpianae (1569) put up a thesis that Dutch (Brabantic) was the original 

model language. According to that theory the inhabitants of Antwerp, Cimbri, straight 

line descendants of  Japheth, preserved the Adamic language since they were absent at 

the tower of Babel. In his opinion the proofs were given by etymology, which was at 

that time treated as authority, following the example of Saint Isidore of Seville. That 

last of the Fathers of the Church already in the 7th century claimed that Goths are 

descendants of Magog, Japheth’s son. The Swedes, in turn, in the latter half of the 17th 

century developed the “Swedish thesis”. Olof Rudbeck, a humanist from Uppsala, in his 

work Atlantica sive Manheim vera Japheti posterorum sedes ac patria (1675) located 

mythical Atlantis in Sweden, called its inhabitants descendants of Japheth, and turned 

the language they spoke into a model for all Gothic dialects (we are dealing here with a 

mixture of mythical and biblical ethnogenesis). A Swedish philosopher and filologist, 

Andreas Kempe, in a treatise written in German under a telltale title Die Sprachen des 

Paradises (1688) affirmed that in Paradise God spoke to Adam in Swedish, and Adam 

responded in Danish. He enriched this concept with the theory that the tempter serpent 

used French to tempt Eve. Mentioning the “Swedish thesis” Eco noted an important fact 

that in the 17th century Sweden became a European power, which may explain her 

lifting above other kingdoms. I shall return to this issue again (cf. Eco, 1994:107-114). 

  

Many 17th-century authors believed that German was the perfect language and the one 

closest to Adamic. The English did not rest passively in this matter. Using primarily 

ethnological observations Rowland Jones forged a thesis of the precedence of the 

English language. In a treatise-lexicon entitled The origin of language and nations 

(London, 1764), he wrote: 



 

There have been many nations, who have put in their claim for the honour of the 

first language; and though the Hebrew, Arabic, Chaldee, Syriac, Armenian, 

Chinese, Greek, Swedish, Coptic, Teutonic and Celtic have had their advocates, 

the Celtic seems to me to support the claim with the best proof (Jones, 1764: 

[17]).  

 

In another place it reads: “the Celtic or Welsh is the mother language of most part of 

Europe” and “the ancient Brigians, now Britains, are the first and most ancient nation 

upon earth” (Jones, 1764: [27]). 

 

A somewhat grotesque example of a work which corresponds well with early modern 

European thought on national identity and illustrates a widespread tendency in the 

period to develop national megalomania is a treatise Wywód jedynowłasnego państwa 

świata written in 1633 by Wojciech Dembołęcki, a Polish Franciscan theologian, in 

which he tries to find proof that the Poles are the oldest nation in the world as they are 

direct descendants of Adam's son Seth. Dembołęcki takes his arguments from the Old 

Testament, ethymology, history and oral tradition, adapting them to his thesis.  

 

Now I shall proceed to discussing that work, which is well inscribed in the broad 

context of the Adamic language concepts described above. Father Wojciech 

Dembołęcki (1585-ca.1647), a writer and renowned composer, had no doubts that the 

Polish Kingdom is the oldest one in Europe and the Polish language is the original 

language of the world. Therefore, he dedicated the first part of his work to “straighten” 

general history which he believed to have been totally falsified. The first to give untrue 

witness were the descendants of Cham, who settled in Babylon and told lies about the 

originality of the Assyrian monarchy. The Greeks and the inhabitants of Latium 

concealed their Polish roots. Here the author blames the Poles themselves, who in 

ancients times were not concerned enough with cultivating the linguistic tradition, and 

being the orally passed “voice of the people” (vox populi, vox Dei) tradition is true by 

nature and on its basis it is possible to determine the actual course of events. The lost or 

concealed information may be retrieved also by studying etymology of local names of 

places and people. Dembołęcki, therefore, diligently tracked the origins of words, 

commemorating himself in the history of Polish culture as a perpetuator of the concept 



professed by Isidore of Seville. In the discourse of the Franciscan preacher of 

importance is also the argument that the predecessors of the Poles were not interested in 

falsifying oral tales since they were straight line descendants of Adam’s son. Their 

language was not confused during the construction of the tower of Babel, and thus it is 

the language spoken by Adam and Eve in Paradise.  

 

Dembołęcki’s treatise repeats the tricks and arguments that had been applied by the 

authors of the earlier mentioned works demonstrating the precedence of their peoples 

and languages. However, Dembołęcki not only bent the Biblical text and works of 

earlier historians to fit his thesis, but also - convinced of his reasons – sharply attacked 

all those who were of a different opinion, motivated mostly – what he also tried to 

demonstrate - by political considerations.  

 

Having “straightened history”, Dembołęcki lays out the truth. Thus: The forebears of 

the Poles – he claims – are the Scythians, who descend from Seth, Adam’s son, which is 

corroborated by etymology: Scythian is Seth. In order to tell the true story of the 

Scythians, which “alone has the scent of holy truth”, the author reached out to the Bible, 

oral and written tradition and etymology. Many a time he also emphasizes the 

importance of words passed down from generation to generation, from the Antiquity 

until modern times, that „voice of the people”. He cites the words of Moses (Deut. 32): 

Memento dierum antiquorum, cogita generationes singulas, interroga patrem tuum et 

annunciabit tibi, maiores tuos et dicent tibi (“Remember the days of old, consider the 

years of many generations: ask thy father, and will show thee; thy elders, and they will 

tell thee”). “The popular voice of our people – the learned Franciscan wrote – is more 

worthy of confidence above all others, who track their origins to outright fairy tales...”.  

The Bible teaches that obeying God’s will Adam named all creatures. That perfect, 

original language of Adam and Noah survived the confusion at the tower of Babel for a 

very simple reason – Noah was not present among the builders of the tower since at that 

time he sojourned in Syria. In his further deliberations Dembołęcki aims at proving that 

“original Syrian language spoken by Adam, Noah, Sem and Japheth was no other but 

Slavonic”, that is Scythian, because the Scythian kingdom, “the  original state of the 

world”, included today’s Kingdom of Poland. And it was to Poland that “Seth’s 

majesty”, that is the Scythian throne was transferred from Lebanon. To avoid any 



doubts the leaned preacher stresses that Greek, Latin and all other languages derive 

from the Slavonic, i.e. Polish language.  

 

It would be difficult to quote here all the grotesque, “learned” etymological arguments 

that in Dembołęcki’s opinion proved that the Polish language took precedence in 

relation to other languages of the world. Very amusing are, for instance, his 

deliberations relating to the names of Biblical and ancient heroes demonstrating their 

relations with the Poles. Purely linguistic arguments seem to be no less interesting: the 

perfect nature of the Polish tongue is proved e.g. by the fact that it includes words that 

no “incompetent mouth” is able to articulate, such as chrząszcz, chrzest, trzpień, trzmiel.  

 

In his discourse Dembołęcki went very far demonstrating that as the successors of the 

Scythians, the oldest nation of the world, the Poles are entitled to inherit political power. 

This conviction of the exceptional roles of the Polish people in the history of the world, 

having its roots in the ancient or Biblical times, was inherent to the theory of Sarmatism 

– one of many –isms in the then Europe, to mention but German Teutonism, Spanish 

“Tubalism” [tubalismo] or Gothicism – and was an important element of the sovereign 

policy in those times. 

 

The authors of all “ethnogenetic” treatises mentioned above all in concert referred to 

Japheth as the forefather of their people. Deriving the inhabitants of Europe from 

Biblical Japheth, one of the three sons of Noah, was widespread. He was perceived as 

the most privileged of all  brothers: while Sem was to become a priest, Cham was to 

cultivate the land in toil, Japheth’s share was power – he was to become king. The Old 

Polish chronicler described it in Latin as follows: “Sem ora, Cham labora, Japhet rege et 

protege” (Stryjkowski, 1846:7). Already Saint Jerome claimed that Japheth had been 

given Europe – the best part of the world, Sem had been given Asia, and Cham was 

given Africa. No wonder that the authors of the concept of the origin of individual 

nations and languages readily appropriated Japheth. Great powers and smaller states 

having a significant position on the international arena alike authorized in that way their 

political expansion. I shall quote Umbero Eco again: 

 

Such nationalistic hipotheses are comprehensible in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, when the larger European states began to take form, posing 



the problem of which of them was to be supreme on the continent. In this period, 

spirited claims to originality and superiority arise no longer from the visionary 

quest for universal peace, but  – whether their authors realized this  or not – from 

concrete reasons of state  (Eco, 1994:102). 

 

One can clearly see this tendency in the Polish author, and there is also no doubt that it 

was an act of choice, serving those very political needs. Let us only note that in his 

treatise Dembołęcki deliberately used the argument from etymology. Etymology 

continued to be used as an effective rhetorical strategy.  

 

Dembołęcki was an educated man, well travelled; he studied in Rome, where he 

received a doctor’s title in theology. He was undoubtedly abreast of various 

contemporary concepts that justified imperialist drives of the European states. Even 

when he was still alive he was seen as a controversial persona. Among other things, he 

was chaplain to Lisowczycy, light Polish cavalry in the service of Emperor Ferdinand 

VII, known for their cruelty and love of plundering. He diligently noted down war 

adventures of his soldiers and wrote a diary, in which he uncritically praised the armed 

formation that was hated by many Poles. Already his contemporaries criticized him for 

his unbelievable and “stretched” theses. The nationalistic truths revealed in the quite 

opulent opus were treated with reserve: they were deemed to be harmful gibberish. 

Suffice it to say that the “learned” Franciscan monk had to make apologies for them in 

Rome.  
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