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FOREWORD

GIL J. STEIN
DIRECTOR, ORIENTAL INSTITUTE

riting is one of the most important inventions ever made by humans. By putting spoken

language into visible, material form, people could for the first time store information and

transmit it across time and across space. It meant that a person’s words could be recorded and
read by others — decades, or even centuries later. It meant that people could send letters, instructions,
or treaties to other people thousands of kilometers away. Writing was the world’s first true information
technology, and it was revolutionary. The very ubiquity of writing in our civilization has made it seem like a
natural, unquestioned part of our cultural landscape. Yet it was not always this way. Although anatomically
modern humans have existed for about one hundred thousand years, writing is a relatively recent invention
— just over five thousand years old. How and why did writing first appear?

One of the most important aspects of writing brought out in this book and exhibit is the fact that it
was invented independently at least four times in different places in the Old World and Americas — in
Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, and Mesoamerica. The specifics of writing varied from place to place, just
as did the apparent motivation to invent writing. It is clear that in Mesopotamia, and perhaps to a lesser
degree in Egypt, writing only came into existence with the emergence of state societies or civilizations.
The earliest written texts from Mesopotamia, from the site of Uruk, are economic records, indicating
that the early state needed to keep records of the people who worked for it, the food rations it disbursed,
and the taxes it collected. Writing allowed the bureaucracy to have an institutional memory that extended
beyond the lifetime of any single priest or scribe. Writing continues to fill those exact same needs of the
state, five thousand years later.

Once it was thought that writing, regardless of where it was invented, was related to the bureaucratic
needs of the newly emerged complex states. Our exhibit draws upon the most current scholarship to take
a more nuanced view. For example, the earliest writing in Egypt, although related to state concerns, seems
to be more about ceremonial display, while writing in China is first attested in divination rituals, and the
hieroglyphic writing of Mesoamerica was motivated by religious beliefs.

In much of today’s world, literacy — the ability to use the marvelous invention of writing — is largely
taken for granted. Yet in the earliest states, we estimate that literacy was limited to less than 1 percent of
the population so that it was rare for even kings to know how to read and write. In this context, it is hardly
surprising that the earliest writing and the written word itself would have seemed mysterious, powerful,
and even inspired by the gods.

Exhibit curator Christopher Woods has done a remarkable job in bringing together the world’s earliest
known examples of true writing, while showing us the contexts in which the first visible language was
used. This is the first time that the §,300-year-old clay tablets from Uruk — the earliest writing we know
of so far — can be seen in the United States. Visitors to our exhibit and readers of this catalog will be able
to see and compare the parallel pathways by which writing came into being and was used by the earliest
kingdoms of Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, and the Maya world. Seeing these four examples of the earliest
writing together in one place, one cannot fail to be impressed by the wonder of human creativity in these
independent inventions that fundamentally transformed the very nature of civilization.

I want to thank Christopher Woods, along with Chief Curator Geoff Emberling and Special Exhibits
Coordinator Emily Teeter, for envisioning and creating an exhibit that not only educates us, but helps us
to see this fundamental and unquestioned part of our life and civilization in an entirely new light.
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PREFACE

GEOFF EMBERLING
CHIEF CURATOR, ORIENTAL INSTITUTE MUSEUM

iven the fundamental importance of writing to the rise of civilizations, it will come as no surprise
G that a major challenge for this exhibit and catalog has been to limit our scope. We do not discuss

every script used in the ancient Middle East (to say nothing of the rest of the world), we do not
enumerate every use to which writing was put, or discuss in detail the many changes that writing enabled
and imposed, from facilitating the ability of bureaucracies to control their subjects to fundamentally
changing the nature of literature. Curator Christopher Woods has maintained an admirably clear focus on
inventions of writing — on the early writing systems themselves. The result is a careful look at a subject
that is fundamental to understanding past societies.

Exhibits are vast collaborative efforts, especially ones that include more than twenty authors and
loans from five different museums. It is a great pleasure to thank the many people and institutions who
made this project possible. Thanks to our colleagues at lending museums: James Cuno, Richard Townsend,
Elinor Pearlstein, and Angie Morrow at the Art Institute of Chicago; Anthony Hirschel, Richard Born,
and Angela Steinmetz at the Smart Museum of Art; Lawrence Stager, Joseph Greene, and Adam Aja at the
Harvard Semitic Museum; Ulla Kasten, Amy Dowe, and Carl Kaufman at the Yale Art Gallery; and Beate
Salje, Joachim Marzahn, Ramona Follmer, and Olaf M. Tefimer at the Vorderasiatisches Museum, Berlin.

Here at the Oriental Institute, we thank our staff: Registrars Helen McDonald and Susan Allison, who
did so much to organize and facilitate the loans; our conservators, Alison Whyte and Laura D’Alessandro,
for preparing the objects for exhibit; and in our Photo Department, Anna Ressman assisted by Kevin
Duong, Colin Halverson, and Kathryn Weber for the splendid new photography. Thomas James, Assistant
Curator of Digital Collections, designed interactives for the exhibit and Web site, assisted by Allison
Drtina. Our Publications Department, Thomas Urban and Leslie Schramer, demonstrated their usual
good cheer and efficiency designing, editing, and producing this catalog. The exhibit team, Erik Lindahl
and Brian Zimerle, were responsible for the overall design and installation of the show. Robert Wagner
kindly provided translations of the catalog entries from the Vorderasiatisches Museum. Head of Public
Education Carole Krucoff and intern Melanna Kallionakis Smith provided valuable recommendations on
exhibit design and writing. Dianne Hanau-Strain of Hanau-Strain Associates designed the elegant cover
and gave good advice. We also thank Oriental Institute Director Gil Stein and Executive Director Steve
Camp for their consistent and generous support of the exhibit program.

Assisting Christopher Woods on the curatorial front, Emily Teeter, Special Exhibits Coordinator, kept
the catalog and exhibit on track. Curatorial Assistants Oya Topguoglu and Elise MacArthur undertook a
range of duties, from object selection to case layouts and authoring object entries; Andrew Dix, Tablet
Assistant for the Oriental Institute’s Tablet Collection, supplied information about some of the tablets.
Dr. Michael Vannier of the University of Chicago Medical Center, aided by Monica Witczak, led the CT
examination of the Mesopotamian token balls. We thank Matthew Stolper for allowing the museum to use
the Persepolis Tablet Project’s PTM photography set up for some of the exhibit materials. We appreciate
the generosity of the Egypt Exploration Society and Giinter Dreyer, respectively, for permitting us to re-
produce images from their publications. Robert K. Englund prepared the diagrams of the early cuneiform
tablets, and Hans Nissen provided a crucial photograph. We also thank the anonymous reviewer of the
exhibit catalog for helpful comments made under pressure of time.

Our Community Focus Group (Angela Adams, Randy Adamsick, Christine Carrino, Dianne Hanau-
Strain, Nathan Mason, Patty McNamara, Cesdrio Moreno, and Molly Woulfe) has once again provided
valuable advice in the planning stages of the exhibit and associated programs.
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A number of companies and individuals showed their support for this exhibit. The Women’s Board of
the University of Chicago generously underwrote the exhibit catalog as well as a portion of the exhibit
costs. We also thank Exelon for their ongoing support of our special-exhibits program. We also appreci-
ate the support of T. Kimball Brooker, David and Judy Harris, Julius Lewis and the Rhoades Foundation,
Catherine Moore, Mary and Charles Shea, Toni Smith, and Anna White for their enthusiasm for the project.
It is with a tinge of sadness that we also thank the Rita Picken Memorial Fund. Rita, a long-time volunteer
at the Oriental Institute, and a sharp-witted and warm-hearted supporter, would have enjoyed this show.
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INTRODUCTION
VISIBLE LANGUAGE: THE EARLIEST WRITING SYSTEMS

CHRISTOPHER WOODS
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF SUMEROLOGY, ORIENTAL INSTITUTE

“The invention of writing and of a convenient system of records

on paper has had a greater influence in uplifting the human

race than any other intellectual achievement in the career of

man. It was more important than all the battles ever fought
and all the constitutions ever devised.”

—J. H. Breasted,

The Conguest of Civilization, pp. 5354

he ability to represent language graphically, to make language visible, stands as one of humanity’s

greatest intellectual and cultural achievements. It is an often-quoted sentiment that speech is to

being human, what writing is to civilization, or, in the words of the anthropologist Jack Goody,
“Cognitively as well as sociologically, writing underpins ‘civilization,” the culture of cities” (1987, p. 300).
While many of us would quibble with the grandness of this claim and its implications for non-literate so-
cieties, it would be difficult to dismiss the contention that writing — the boundary between history and
prehistory — transformed civilization more than any other invention. Books, letters, records, computers
— all the ways in which we record ideas, facts, opinions, and sentiments — are inconceivable without writ-
ing. Speech is temporally fleeting and spatially anchored. Writing frees speech of these constraints, giving
it permanence and allowing it to be transmitted over space far beyond the place of discourse. Writing also
enhances capacity, enabling the recording of information well beyond the capabilities of human memory.

Our exhibit, Visible Language: Inventions of Writing in the Ancient Middle East and Beyond, explores
mankind’s earliest attempts to graphically represent language. In Mesopotamia and Egypt this took place
toward the end of the fourth millennium BC. But no less significant developments took place in China at
the end of the second millennium BC, and in Mesoamerica by the middle of the first millennium BC. The
Middle Eastern inventions of writing, the primary focus of our exhibit, together with the inventions in
China and Mesoamerica, comprise the four “pristine” writing systems. These are the four instances in hu-
man history when writing was invented ex nzhilo “out of nothing” — that is, from scratch — with no previous
exposure to, or knowledge of, writing. It appears quite likely that all other writing systems either derive
from, or were inspired by, these four. Future research may, of course, force us to augment, or even decrease,
this number. For instance, we do not currently include among these the undeciphered Harappan script of
the Indus valley civilization (mid-third millennium BC), for its status as a writing system and the influence
of Mesopotamian cuneiform remain uncertain. But at our present state of knowledge, Mesopotamia, Egypt,
China, and Mesoamerica represent the best candidates for the independent inventions of writing.

In addition to investigating the four pristine writing systems, the exhibit addresses the forerunners to
writing in Mesopotamia and Egypt as well as the evolution of these scripts. Of particular interest, with
regard to the latter, is how in Egypt several derivative scripts developed to write the same language, whereas
in Mesopotamia one script, cuneiform, which was invented to express Sumerian (unrelated to any known
language), was adapted to write several unrelated languages, including Akkadian (belonging to the Semitic
language family) and Hittite (Indo-European). The exhibit also explores a lesser-known writing system,
Anatolian hieroglyphs, as well as the invention of one of the most influential and widely disseminated
writing systems, the alphabet.

15
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VISIBLE LANGUAGE: THE EARLIEST WRITING SYSTEMS

Visible Language opens at a time of renewed interest in written language generally and early writing
systems in particular. Once banished to the fringes of linguistics, considered the poor cousin of speech,
writing has gradually come to be acknowledged as an inherently interesting linguistic and cultural phe-
nomenon in its own right — a mode of human communication parallel to speech and not necessarily
subservient to it (Sampson 1985, p. 11). Not surprisingly, this newfound interest in the written word has
reinvigorated discussion about the world’s first writing systems, an area of study that until recently was the
restricted purview of a few specialists working with the individual languages. And with recent finds from
Abydos in Upper Egypt — which may very well not only challenge the primacy of writing in Mesopotamia,
but undermine common assumptions about the origins and evolution of writing — this topic promises to
continue to draw the interest of scholars and the public alike. Finally, if we may be permitted to boast, it is
particularly fitting that the Oriental Institute present an exhibit on early writing, given our long history of
study in this area. Indeed, the modern study of writing systems has its beginnings at the Oriental Institute
with the publication in 1952 of Igance J. Gelb’s highly influential A Study of Writing.

% 3k %k

In what follows I discuss some aspects of early writing, describing in broad strokes some of the simi-
larities and differences between these systems, both in terms of the cultural context of each invention
and, more particularly, the mechanics of each system. Much has changed in the nearly sixty years since the
publication of Gelb’s pioneering study. Then, monogenesis and “stimulus diffusion” were the theories of the
day. These ideas are most closely associated with
Gelb, although they had earlier proponents and an-
tecedents. In its essentials, the theory is that writ-
ing originated only once, namely, in Mesopotamia
with the Sumerian invention. And, from southern
Iraq, the idea of writing, rather than the technol-
ogy itself, spread during periods of strong cultural
influence, to Egypt at the beginning of the third
millennium and, by uncertain processes and me-
diums, eventually to China at the end of the sec-
ond millennium. Writing in the New World, which
was little understood at the time, Gelb discounted,
claiming that it was not real writing at all.

Since Gelb’s day, major strides have been made
in understanding early Mesoamerican writing and
today no one would seriously question the Maya
script’s status as true writing. And recent finds at
Abydos that have pushed back the date of writ-
ing in Egypt, making it contemporaneous with the
Mesopotamian invention, further undermine the
old assumption that writing arose in Egypt under
Sumerian influences. Finally, it is difficult to ac-
cept that Mesopotamian writing could inspire the
type of system that developed in China at the end
of the second millennium, the Sumero-Akkadian
writing system at that time being so completely
different from the one developed by the Chinese,
not to mention the distances involved.

Acceptance of the independent invention of
writing in these four cultures naturally raises ques-
FIGURE 1. Ignace J. Gelb, A Study of Writing (1952) tions as to their similarities and differences in
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VISIBLE LANGUAGE: THE EARLIEST WRITING SYSTEMS

terms of the social context of each invention, their structure, and evolution — in short, to what degree
can we speak of writing universals when we consider the pristine systems?

* %k 3k

As for the cultural contexts of the invention, the clearest evidence is from Mesopotamia. There can be
no doubt that the appearance of writing here was closely related to the sudden expansion of Mesopotamian
civilization, an expansion that is particularly well attested at the city-state of Uruk — a settlement that in
a short period of time became the largest in Babylonia, and the place where writing is first found and, in
all likelihood, invented in Mesopotamia. Uruk writing can be convincingly connected with the dramatic
increase in the sociocultural complexity that defined the city-state at the end of the fourth millennium.
Given that the vast majority of the earliest cuneiform texts are administrative — detailing transactions
involving property, materials, and labor — it is indeed difficult not to see the invention of writing as a solu-
tion to the practical bureaucratic problems posed by an increasingly complex economy. And the Egyptian
invention may corroborate the utilitarian basis of writing. Long connected with ceremonial display, early
writing in Egypt arguably now finds closer associations with bureaucratic necessity. The some two hundred
small bone and ivory tags and the more than one hundred inscribed jars found at Abydos bear short in-
scriptions consisting of numerical notations (limited to the tags) and, what may be, personal names, place
names, and the names of institutions. The tags and jars plausibly relate to the management of deliveries,
documenting their places of origin. Similar to the Mesopotamian development, the invention of writing
has been connected to the increase of sociopolitical complexity, which included the emergence of a vast
territorial state near the end of the fourth millennium (see Baines 2004, pp. 161-62).

The nexus between administration, social complexity, and writing is more tenuous in the Chinese and
Maya cases. In China, the social component is clearly in evidence as witnessed by the emergent Shang state
(ca. 1200 BC), but writing is first attested primarily within the context of divination — for the purpose of
recording royal divinations performed at the Shang court. Written on turtle shells and ox scapulas, these
inscriptions recorded the answers to queries that were put to the gods (see 14. The Beginnings of Writing in
China, this volume). The Mesoamerican case is even more nebulous. The earliest writing in the Americas
— the undeciphered Zapotec and Isthmian scripts and the first Maya writing — is essentially commemo-
rative with a considerable theological component, many of the glyphs having a basis in long-established
iconographic traditions and a calendrical system of great cultural significance (see Houston 2004b, pp.
292—308). Further, in the better-understood Maya case, the advent of sociopolitical complexity, as witnessed
by monumental architecture and increased social stratification, predates the first texts by several centuries
(Houston 2004b, pp. 302-03). These are contexts that may suggest religious and cultural motivations for
writing, rather than administrative or economic necessities (see 15. The Development of Maya Writing, this
volume; Houston 2004b, p. 308). It has been suggested that in those cultures for which we do not have
direct evidence for record keeping, utilitarian administrative necessities were nevertheless the driving
force behind the invention of writing (Postgate, Wang, and Wilkinson 1995). The absence of these kinds of
records in these cases, it is claimed, is to be attributed to the perishable media on which they were likely to
have been kept — papyrus in Egypt, wood or bamboo slips in China, or bark or palm leaves in Mesoamerica.
Although based entirely on circumstantial evidence, the hypothesis is, in many ways, compelling.

Yet, there are reasons to question the utilitarian basis of all writing, and whether we are correct in as-
suming that writing must have a universal basis in the first place. The aforementioned tags discovered at
Abydos, for instance, were found within the context of an elite burial and were the result of a fairly labor-
intensive manufacturing process, the inscriptions being incised into bone and subsequently colored with
black paste (see 6. The Earliest Egyptian Writing, this volume). The inefficiency in terms of the effort and
costs involved suggests that writing in this case had a purpose beyond practical administration, though
not necessarily incompatible with it. Even in the best-documented case, Mesopotamia, where writing is
unquestionably bound to administration, the relationship may not be one of cause and effect — for writ-
ing emerges at the end of the Uruk period, appearing just as the sociopolitical institutions that gave rise
to it collapse. Writing here, it can be argued, did not give rise to complex bureaucracy, but was a function,
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or end result, of it. And if the breaks in the written record have a reality beyond the vagaries of discovery,
then this new technology was not indispensable for Mesopotamian administration. The same can be said
for Mesoamerican writing, which likewise makes its appearance shortly before the polities out of which it
grew began to crumble (Houston 2004a, p. 10). Conversely, we may point to those complex cultures that
managed quite well without writing, for instance, the civilizations of West Africa, the Incas, or the Aztecs
before the Spanish conquest (Trigger 2004, p. 40). And so questions remain as to the relationship between
writing and social complexity — what role does writing play in shaping civilization? Is writing a defining
characteristic of civilization? And, more specifically, is all writing ultimately based in administration and
record keeping? At present, it appears that we are dealing with likelihoods and general tendencies rather
than universals. As Jerrold Cooper points out, writing is not “an obligatory marker for complex societies
or civilizations. Rather, writing is a response, but not the only possible response, to problems raised by
complexity” (2004, p. 94). Writing tends to arise as societies become more complex, and writing is often
tied to bureaucracy — again as a response, not a cause — but there are, of course, exceptions. As Piotr
Michalowski reminds us, “actuaries have their place in the world, but even the administrative use of writ-
ing involves complex psychological, ideological, and social issues that cannot be accounted for by purely
utilitarian explanations” (1994, p. 56).

PR

There is a more basic question that must be addressed before we can speak with confidence about
the nature of the world’s earliest writing systems and the roles they played in the societies that gave rise
to them — namely, what is writing? It is a question that is more difficult than first appearances suggest.
Broadly defined, writing represents speech. One must be able to recover the spoken word, unambiguously,
from a system of visible marks in order for those marks to be considered writing. As defined in a recent
survey of the world’s writing systems, writing is “a system of more or less permanent marks used to repre-
sent an utterance in such a way that it can be recovered more or less exactly without the intervention of
the utterer” (Daniels 1996, p. 3). The bond to the spoken word is prerequisite to any definition of writing.
Those systems that meet this criterion, and so represent true writing, are labeled glottographic, while sys-

tems of communication that represent ideas only,
without that essential bond to speech and so do
not meet our definition of writing — for example,
musical and mathematical notation, international

road signs and the like — are labeled semasiographic
(Sampson 1985, pp. 29—30).
A An often-cited example of semasiography is
0"202%%0 a7

owgooegw the so-called Cheyenne letter (fig. 2). This nine-
5000 o
° e

o®

teenth-century pictographic letter was posted by a
Cheyenne father named Turtle-Following-His-Wife
to his son, Little-Man, both of whom are represent-
ed by icons above the drawings of the respective
figures. The letter contains a request from the fa-
ther for his son to return home. The essence of this
message — “Come to me” — is indicated by the
“speech lines” emanating from the father’s mouth
and by two lines drawn from the small figure at the
right shoulder of Little Man in the direction of his
father. The fifty-three small circles between the
two figures represent fifty-three dollars, which the
father is sending Little-Man to cover expenses in
connection with the trip (DeFrancis 1989, pp. 38—39;
FIGURE 2. A Cheyenne semasiographic letter Gelb 1963, pp. 30—31). The message is quite detailed
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and specific, but, since it represents ideas rather than

speech directly, it is not writing — the message could :

be rendered in speech in various ways without affect-

ing its essential meaning. In order for the letter to be S

intelligible, the father and the son presumably would | r @ @

have had a prior understanding of the symbols and their
arrangement.

Far from representing an outdated, primitive form ~
of communication, semasiography is being increasingly
used in this era of globalization and mass media, in
which it is necessary to communicate with speakers of
various languages (Sampson 1985, pp. 31-32). Typically,
these messages appear in limited and well-established

contexts, but nevertheless may be quite sophisticated: a :
well-known example is unpacking and assembly instruc-
tions of the type given in figure 3 — with the exception -
of the word “Ikea” in the fourth case, the entirety of
=

this relatively complex message is communicated pic-
tographically (however, the question mark, while not
representing speech, is more accurately described as an

ideogram — representing the “idea” of a question). @ o

Implicit to most discussions of writing is that the "l:IEIA

invention represents a punctual event — that there is @ ﬁ'

a knife-edged division between the eras of the oral and

the written, between prehistory and history. But upon

closer inspection, the situation is not as sharply defined FIGURE 3. An example of contemporary semasiography —
. . unpacking instructions from lkea

as we often assume, and there is no distinct watershed

moment when full speech begins to be made visible.

First, in terms of the origins of the individual signs,

writing grows in part out of earlier, long-standing symbolic communicative systems that are not writing at

all, that is, out of semasiography. Second, in their earliest phases, writing systems have more in common
with the semasiographic systems from which they spring than the mature, full-fledged writing systems
that they become.

This first point is particularly well illustrated in Mesopotamia. At the end of the Uruk period, around
3500—3300 BC, there were a number of communicative devices utilized by administration that were decid-
edly not writing. These included pictographic and iconographic elements known to us from the glyptic
and visual arts, clay envelopes, counters of various kinds, and numerical tablets. When writing was created,
it was not a simple evolutionary development since many of these same devices persevered along side it
(Michalowski 1990, p. 59; idem 1994, p. 64). Rather, writing in Mesopotamia borrowed elements from these
various non-linguistic structures, added many new ones, codified and integrated the whole into a system
that was quite different from the ones in which the individual elements originated (Michalowski 1996, pp.
35—36). Similar developments are attested for the Egyptian, Chinese, and Maya systems as well. In all cases,
early writing contains signs, or graphs, that have an ancestry — for example, as symbols, icons, emblems,
or pot marks — in earlier communicative systems. There is a distinction to be drawn, however, between
the origins of individual graphs and the origins of the system. The systemization of the various elements
of the writing was itself a more or less punctual event. In Mesopotamia — and the same applies to Me-
soamerica, Egypt, and China — writing appears full-blown, from a structural point of view (Michalowski
1994, pp. 55-56; idem 1996, pp. 35-36). The essential organizing principles are in place at the very begin-
ning. Writing already represents a coherent system in its earliest phases, reflecting most of the features and
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characteristics that it would display in its later, mature phases. Certainly, each writing system would evolve
further — mostly in terms of sign inventory and the relative proportions of signs representing words and
those representing syllables or consonants without meaning (see below) — but these were developments
that were separated by often long periods of stability.

What is at issue, however, returning to the second point made above, is the degree to which nascent
writing systems represented speech. The operative word here is degree, for early writing did not reflect
spoken language, nor was it invented to do so. Each of the pristine systems was of limited dissemination and
each was used to record information within restricted domains. As such, early writing systems could rely
heavily on oral context and non-linguistic background information to make their abbreviated, mnemonic
messages intelligible. Prior to the invention of writing, the transmission of information and knowledge
was the purview of oral traditions. The invention of writing did not immediately change this. Hundreds
of years would pass in most cases before writing was used to record literature, letters, historical accounts,
and other genres that originally belonged to the realm of speech, but that we most closely associate with
writing. Indeed, Jerrold Cooper has made the point that the domains in which early writing was used were,
in fact, invented along with writing itself — “Livestock or ration accounts, land management records, lexi-
cal texts, labels identifying funerary offerings, offering lists, divination records, and commemorative stelae
have no oral counterparts. Rather, they represent the extension of language use into areas where spoken
language cannot do the job” (2004, p. 83).

Particularly for early Mesopotamian and Egyptian writing, the bond with the spoken word was tenuous
and, as Stephen Houston has pointed out, we do not know how the ancients rezd these documents, or if it
is even appropriate to speak of reading in the sense that we understand it today (2004a, p. 12). The earliest
Egyptian writing displays a significantly closer relationship with speech than its Sumerian counterpart;
early Chinese and Maya scripts more so, but again, here the extant materials do not necessarily represent
writing in its incipient phases. Indeed, early writing in Mesopotamia and Egypt, which may be the most
representative of writing in its earliest stages, is not so different from the Aztec codices that recorded
ideas and that we categorize as non-writing (Trigger 2004, pp. 4748).

k ok 3k

What systems of communication that eventually develop into full-fledged writing do have, as opposed
to their semasiographic counterparts and progenitors, is the germ of phoneticism — the rebus principal
is integrated into these systems. That is, the existence of homonyms in the language is exploited in that
the sound of one word, most often one with a referent that can be easily drawn, is used to write another
word that is pronounced identically or similarly, just as we alphabet users might draw the picture of an
eye, L&, to write the first personal pronoun “I” in a game of Pictionary. The rebus principle is integral to
writing, as it allows the writing of those elements of language that do not lend themselves easily to graphic
representation, such as pronouns, grammatical markers, and, of particular importance for early writing,
personal names and foreign words. There is an element of economy here as well. By assigning homonyms
to a common sign, the system can make do with fewer signs, thus facilitating the learning of the script.

Early Mesopotamian writing, in particular, displays a remarkably limited degree of phonetization and
use of the rebus principle. In this sense, in terms of reflecting full speech, the development of early writing
was gradual. It was not before the first quarter of the third millennium BC that rebus writings would play a
significant role, and not until the second half of the third millennium that the linear order of signs reflected
sequential speech. The Mesopotamian case demonstrates that we must accept a continuum between se-
masiography and glottography, for the distinction between the two disappears without the representation
of connected speech and confirmed rebus writings. In the case of Egyptian writing, phonetic signs appar-
ently played a larger role in its incipient stage. Nevertheless, over five hundred years would pass before
the script recorded continuous speech. The rebus principle was obviously known at an early date in both
systems, and so the potential to represent speech was there from the very beginning or nearly so.

What is at issue, then, is not so much the evolution of script in terms of developing new strategies,
but rather the limited application of writing and its perception within the culture. Writing was regarded
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as a mode of communication quite distinct from speech — and, alien to our own perceptions of writing,
the earliest writing systems, as we have seen, fulfilled different communicative niches than speech. But
beyond the social perception of writing, there are also functional reasons for the divide between speech
and writing in pristine systems, motivations that extend to the nature of writing itself. Although writing
is born of speech, it belongs to the realm of the visual rather than the oral and aural, and so it has a differ-
ent basis from speech. First, there is an intrinsic element of economy in all writing — no writing system
notates all of the linguistic structure of speech. Tone, stress, and loudness, for instance, are most often
omitted in writing systems that are considered to be highly phonetic. In the name of economy writing
omits those elements that can be recovered from context. Given the limited and predictable domains in
which early writing was applied, much of the linguistic structure, particularly with regard to grammatical
markers, could be omitted.

We must also take into account the way in which language is first committed to writing. At the root
of pristine writing is the logogram — graphs representing individual words — although a more accurate
description would be to say that early writing is ultimately based on the morpheme. Morphemes represent
the smallest meaningful units in language, and include lexemes, or words, as well as affixes that may be
added to form larger words: for example, drink contains one morpheme, while undrinkable contains three
(the verb drink and the affixes un- and -able). Morphemes have a greater psychological salience for native
speakers than the phonemes, or sounds, that constitute morphemes (Sampson 1985, p. 36). People think in
terms of morphemes and syllables, and they are immediately apparent to speakers without the linguistic
awareness that allows for the dissection of language into units smaller than the syllable. Although not im-
mediately apparent to those of us reared on the alphabet, dividing words into individual sounds smaller
than morphemes is not intuitive, but requires a level of linguistic training, which we acquire when we learn
how to read and write. Thus, it comes as no surprise that none of the pristine writing systems is alphabetic.
Further, morphemes, specifically nouns, can often be represented by motivated, iconic symbols — that is,
by pictures or pictographs — an option that naturally facilitates both the creation and learning of a script.
On the other hand, morphemes that do not lend themselves to iconic representation can be expressed by
relying upon homonymy and the rebus principle. But in many cases, these very morphemes represent the
grammar. And, as we have seen, grammatical elements can often be recovered from context and so may
be omitted.

% %k 3k

That the logogram is at the root of pristine writing, while the rebus principle generates further phonetic
values, accounts for similarities shared by the four pristine writing systems. As previously observed, all four
have logograms, which are used to write nouns, verbs, and adjectives. And all have phonograms, signs that
represent sound but not meaning, that are used to write bound morphemes, such as grammatical affixes.
A phonological component is essential to a writing system for the simple reason that a system would have,
quite literally, an impossibly large sign inventory — numbering into the tens of thousands, at least — if
it assigned a different graph to each and every morpheme in a language, not to mention that without a
phonological component the script would have no obvious bond to the language it was representing. Once
again, economy is essential to writing and it is for the sake of economy that a phonological dimension and
redundancy must be built into every logographic system. Consequently, there are no purely logographic
writing systems. Furthermore, all the pristine writing systems have a class of semantic determinatives, al-
though these are apparently rare in Maya writing. These are signs that belong to the realm of writing only,
as they were not spoken but rather were used in reading to classify nouns and disambiguate homonyms by
semantic class. In addition to the rebus strategy, which relies on homonyms, each system also exploited
the existence of synonyms by assigning semantically related concepts or nouns to the same graph, and
distinguishing the individual readings with phonograms or semantic determinatives.

But there are also important differences between these writing systems, some of which correspond
to different language structures. As is the case with the Semitic languages, in Egyptian semantic mean-
ing is expressed primarily through consonant variations, while grammatical meaning — which as we have
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seen is often retrievable from context by speakers — is expressed by vowels. It comes as no surprise then
that Egyptian writing is logo-consonantal with uni-consonantal, biliteral, and triliteral consonant graphs.
Sumerian and Maya, on the other hand, lacking this distinction between consonants and vowels, are
logo-syllabic with the phonograms consisting of syllables. And although Chinese writing is built on the
same principles, structurally it is quite different. Here the logogram plays an even greater role, and every
homonym has its own graph; in the course of the script’s development, phonograms were added into the
individual graphs, creating compound signs that combined phonological and semantic information, thus
enhancing the script’s bond with spoken language.

The relationship between language structure and writing has been pursued by Peter Daniels (1992),
and recently by William Boltz (2000) in connection with Chinese. Both suggest that highly monosyllabic
languages such as Sumerian and early Chinese, in which syllables are equivalent to morphemes, possess
homonyms in large numbers and so more readily lend themselves, structurally, to productive rebus forma-
tions. They argue that it is more than simple coincidence that early writing tends to represent monosyllabic
languages — that language structure affects writing. Critics of this idea contend that the theory of mono-
syllabicity stands in opposition to cultural models for the origins of writing, while, on the other hand, it
appears not to be applicable to all cases (Houston 2004a, p. 7; Trigger 2004, p. 63). Maya and Egyptian do
not share the same structure and degree of monosyllabicity as Chinese and Sumerian, while Inca, which was
largely monosyllabic, did not develop a script. This suggests that monosyllabicity is just one among other
possible motivations for writing — it likely did play a role in the commitment of Chinese and Sumerian to
a visible form, yet it was not the only force at work, or, necessarily, a requisite one. Certainly, there are cul-
tural factors involved in writing, and they may play a more critical role, but this does not exclude structural
motivations. We must admit that there are correlations between the internal structure of spoken language
and script type — we need only point to consonantal writing in Semitic languages to show this much.

Historically, we can also speak of broad similarities, but among them we see differences in detail. In
terms of the formal development of individual graphs, we observe that pictographs — those signs that
resemble their referents — may become in the course of time increasingly symbolic, that is, they become
bleached of their iconicity and lose the visual similarity that they once shared with their referents. The
degree to which iconicity is lost depends in part upon the medium of writing and the relationship between
art and text. In Mesopotamia, where writing was done on clay, graphs became less iconic and more symbolic
once they were no longer drawn with curvilinear lines but rather pressed into the clay in wedge-like strokes.
But in Egypt and Mesoamerica, where the bond between art and writing was greater, in part owing to the
use of the pen and the brush, iconicity was retained to a much higher degree (Cooper 2004, pp. 87-88).
However, again, we must be careful not to take this as a universal development. In China, for example,
where graphs were also drawn and painted, the iconic value of the graphs was lost, although the semantic
basis of the logograms remained robust.

The transition to increased symbolism concerns not only the shape of the signs, but also their values
in terms of phoneticism. As we have seen, historically, each pristine writing system increased its phonetic
representation, becoming more closely linked to spoken language and thus better able to represent it. Each
system, theoretically, could have simplified in the interests of efficiency, abandoning its logographic and
semantic origins and developing into a purely phonetic system. Such a development would have greatly
simplified the sign inventories of each: Sumerian, Chinese, and Maya could have conveyed language en-
tirely with syllabic signs; and Egyptian could have done the same with its small class of uni-consonantal
graphs — certainly, in all these cases there was the potential for this. That this development did not take
place, that none of the pristine writing systems evolved into a purely phonographic one, speaks to over-
riding social pressures and the role of ideology in writing (see Cooper 2004, pp. 90—92). Writing systems
are inherently conservative and once they reach their stable, mature phases they tend to persevere over
long periods, resisting large-scale changes and maintaining their organizing principles. Issues of cultural
identity and perpetuating long-established scribal traditions and the prestige attached to them are im-
portant contributing factors. Furthermore, in cultures of highly restricted literacy, as is the case with the
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four pristine systems, for the elites who control writing, there are, naturally, advantages to keeping writing
complex and arcane (Gelb 1963, p. 165).

However, we must not overlook other, compelling linguistic reasons for maintaining logography.
Logography tends to mask morphophonemic alternations — that is, the various pronunciations that mor-
phemes acquire in different phonological environments. This is particularly true of Maya writing, and,
although often misunderstood, of Sumerian writing as well (Robertson 2004, pp. 32—34; Woods 2010). In
short, a morpheme has one fixed spelling even though it may have multiple pronunciations depending on
the context. English orthography observes this principle, for instance, in the writing of the past-tense suffix
-ed, which has three different pronunciations, or allomorphs, but one invariant spelling: following 4 and ¢,
it is pronounced -#d, where ¢ is a neutral vowel labeled a “schwa,” for example, added, visited; after all other
voiced consonants (those produced with vibration of the vocal cords) and after vowels, it is pronounced 4,
for example, mobbed, booed; following all other voiceless consonants (those produced without vibration of
the vocal cords), it is pronounced ¢, for example, mopped, kissed, nicked.

In other words, English orthography ignores allomorphic alternation with respect to the past-tense
suffix. Native speakers intuitively apply the same phonological rules that they use when speaking, and
subconsciously read written -ed as d following voiced consonants or vowels, and as ¢ following voiceless
consonants. The basic principle at work here, as described by Noam Chomsky and Morris Halle, is that
writing systems tend not to indicate phonetic variation “where it is predictable by general rule” (1968, p.
49). Again, economy is the motivating factor, as a single written form can represent several allomorphic
realizations. But there are further advantages to this type of logography, or more accurately, morphography.
It has been claimed, for instance, that one of the advantages of morphographic systems is that they provide
a common orthographic foundation for various dialects and historical stages of a language. Writing systems
of this type tend to represent morphemes in their most basic shapes — in other words, the written form
is the most common allomorph or the one that is perceived by speakers to be, on some level, the default
form. These basic allomorphs, it is argued, are often remarkably stable and resistant to secondary sound
changes. Consequently, logographic writing systems that exploit basic allomorphs can provide speakers of
different dialects with a mutually intelligible written language, while preserving access to older documents
(Chomsky and Halle 1968, p. 49; Sampson 1985, p. 171; compare DeFrancis 1984, p. 154). In this light, there
were distinct benefits to logography beyond the distinguishing of homonyms. And as Japan bears witness,
heavy doses of logography, while seeming to complicate a writing system, particularly in the eyes of alphabet
users, in no way diminishes literacy rates (Trigger 2004, p. 65).

The retention of logography, for both linguistic and cultural reasons, appears to be one of the most
stable tendencies when comparing pristine writing systems. And, as Jerrold Cooper has recently admon-
ished us, it is of tendencies that we must speak when we discuss the similarities in early writing (2004, pp.
93-94). In the end, as unsatisfying as it may be, we must content ourselves with the likelihood that there
will never be a set of universals for pristine writing. The independence that characterizes the invention of
each of the four writing systems extends to their internal structures, social contexts, and the evolutionary
processes themselves — no two are identical. Yet, still there are similarities and tendencies. The study
of the points of agreement, and disagreement, in early writing is in itself enlightening of the social and
psycho-linguistic processes by which humans first made language visible.
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1. ICONOGRAPHY OF PROTOLITERATE SEALS
OYA TOPCUOGLU

eginning in the late seventh millennium BC,

seals carved with sometimes elaborate de-

signs were used to mark ownership of goods
in the ancient Middle East. With the development
of urban economies in the fourth millennium BC,
seals were used to mark ownership, origin, autho-
rization, acknowledgment, or obligation, as well as
individual or institutional responsibility for goods.
The seals were impressed on wet clay that sealed
containers and storerooms, to secure the contents
from unauthorized access. After the advent of writ-
ing, seals were impressed on tablets by administra-
tive officials and witnesses to legal transactions.
In addition to their undeniable value as works of
art, seals provide important insights into the soci-
ety, economy, and symbolic systems of the ancient
Middle East. As the most important tools of the
complex administrative system developed prior to
the invention of writing, stamp and cylinder seals
tell us about the intricate practices of record keep-
ing, administrative hierarchy, and beliefs of ancient
Mesopotamians. Cut from a variety of materials
such as shell, bone, limestone, and semiprecious
stones, seals also functioned as amulets, votive ob-
jects, and jewelry.

Stamp seals first appeared in the seventh mil-
lennium BC in northern Iraq and quickly spread into
the neighboring regions of Syria, Anatolia, and Iran.
Early stamp seals have geometric designs carved
on their flat surfaces (Catalog Nos. 2—3). Early in
the fourth millennium, elaborately sculpted, ani-
mal-shaped stamp seals with crude animal figures
carved on their bases were introduced. Crouching
rams and the heads of lions and rams were the most
popular seal shapes (Catalog No. 1). The fourth mil-
lennium also gave rise to cylinder seals, a tall, cy-
lindrical style of seal with images carved around its
circumference. After a short period of co-existence,
cylinder seals replaced stamp seals.

The earliest use of cylinder seals is attested on
hollow clay envelopes that contained tokens of vari-
ous shapes and sizes (see 2. The Earliest Mesopotamian
Writing, this volume). It is still uncertain why
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cylinder seals were developed, and theories about
this change in form are varied. Edith Porada sug-
gested that cylinder seals, which appeared at a time
when fine stone vessels were being produced, were
a by-product of the stone-carving process. She
claimed that because both vessel carving and seal
engraving were done with the drill, the craftsmen
who were able to use this tool skillfully may have
developed the cylinder seal using the cylindrical
stone cores of the vessels (Porada 1977, p. 7). On the
other hand, Henri Frankfort suggested that since
cylinders could be rolled on wet clay in one con-
tinuous motion, they provided an unbroken frieze
that covered and sealed the juncture between a ves-
sel and its cover, leading to the abandonment of
stamp seals and the emergence of cylinders, which
remained in use for two thousand years (Frankfort
1939, pp. 2-3). Finally, Hans Nissen has suggest-
ed that cylinder seals emerged as a result of the
need for a more effective administrative control
in the complex social system of fourth-millenni-
um Mesopotamia, since with a cylinder the entire
surface of an object could be sealed and protected
from tampering while the small impressions of
stamp seals provided only partial protection. In
addition, the wider surface of the cylinder allowed
increased variability in design, which in turn pro-
vided increasingly differentiated seals for a larger
number of people (Nissen 1977, p. 15).

Seals functioned as markers of ownership
through their designs, which differed for each seal.
After the invention of writing, an inscription often
accompanied the design. Inscriptions on seals that
identified seal owners by name and profession ap-
peared in the first half of the third millennium BC.
Most identifications of figures and events depicted
on protoliterate seals, however, remain speculative
in the absence of contemporary textual evidence.
Although the imagery of protoliterate seals remains
difficult for us to “read,” it is clear that it was used
in conjunction with writing in a complex adminis-
trative system where the visual expression comple-
mented the textual one.
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The largest and best-known group of cylinder
seals and seal impressions for the protoliterate pe-
riod comes from the sacred Eana precinct in the
ancient city of Uruk in southern Mesopotamia.
Such is the importance of this city that scholars
have named the period of its dominance the Uruk
period. Seals and related materials were also found
at the contemporary neighboring sites of Susa and
Chogha Mish in southwestern Iran. At the very end
of the fourth millennium BC these sites were im-
portant centers for the development of a complex
administrative system and provide a toolkit simi-
lar to that from Uruk itself. Comparisons between
Mesopotamia and Iran allow us to see the extent
of shared ideology, technology, and administrative
practices between the two regions.

Despite difficulties of interpretation, represen-
tations on Uruk-period seals provide important in-
sights into various aspects of Mesopotamian society
such as social organization, rituals, economy, archi-
tecture, and warfare. Major themes were expressed
on seals through various combinations of basic de-
sign elements to create a large variety of seal de-
signs and to allow both individual people and in-
stitutions to have their own specific seals. Designs
on protoliterate seals depict mostly rituals or cer-
emonies central to the functioning of the state. The
most common subjects were cultic scenes, scenes
depicting the priest-king, battles, animals in front
of architectural facades (Catalog Nos. 4-5), animal
files with rows of identical or different animals
(Catalog Nos. 6-10), and animals attacking other
animals (Catalog No. 11). These scenes with their
lively figurative imagery constitute the beginning
of narrative in Mesopotamian art. Toward the end
of the Uruk period (ca. 3000 BC) abstract imagery
with geometric motifs was also introduced into the
cylinder seal repertoire of Mesopotamia.

One recurrent figure on the protoliterate seals
is a bearded man wearing his hair gathered in a bun,
a thick, rolled band around his head, and a long
diaphanous skirt covered with crosshatching. He is
the central figure in a variety of scenes ranging from
rituals, feeding plants to animals representing his
active role in preserving the fertility of crops and
herds (fig. 1.1), processions toward a monumental

him as a royal figure, who is also easily recognizable
in protoliterate monuments. Initially this central
figure appears as a man mastering the forces of
nature (Catalog No. 12). The iconography of the
figure signals the emergence of a powerful ruler at
the top of the increasingly hierarchical society and
complex administrative system of the Uruk period.
Although the identity of this ruler is not known
with certainty, he is likely to be connected with the
royal figure known from later historical sources as
EN (Sumerian for “lord” or “ruler”), whose office
combined cultic, military, and political powers.
Cultic scenes depict humans approaching a
building identified as a temple, carrying objects
interpreted as offerings on their shoulders and in
their hands (fig. 1.2). Another common design shows
animals emerging from reed huts (fig. 1.3) accompa-
nied by a reed bundle (Catalog No. 39) symbolizing
the goddess Inana (see 2. The Earliest Mesopotamian
Writing, this volume), which indicates their sacred
character. Scenes depicting animals, mostly caprids
in front of elaborate architectural facades, usually
referred to as the “temple and herd” motif, have
also been tied to the functioning of the temple
institution through their identification as temple
herds (Catalog Nos. 4—6). Finally, scenes involving
manufacturing activities, in particular weaving, also
belong to the group of scenes related to the func-
tioning of the state (Catalog Nos. 13-15). Textual
evidence indicates that Mesopotamian temples
controlled a large workforce that took care of the
temple fields and herds and manufactured prod-
ucts in associated workshops. The close association

structure, and hunting and battlefield scenes. The
importance attributed to this figure and his cen-
tral role in a variety of activities help us to identify

FIGURE 1.1. Cylinder seal with handle in the form of a sheep; imprint
of same seal showing the ruler feeding plants to animals. The scene
represents the ruler’s central role in preserving the fertility of the
land. From Uruk, ca. 3000 BcC. Seal: marble and copper. 5.4 x 4.5 cm.
Vorderasiatisches Museum, Berlin, Inv. VA 10537
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FIGURE 1.3. Modern impression of a cylinder seal carved with a scene
of cattle emerging from and standing around a reed hut
with emblems of Inana

FIGURE 1.2. Modern impression of a cylinder seal depicting two human
figures approaching a building facade. One holds a feline whose

paws are cut off, the other a string of beads. Behind them

barley and sheep are visible

between rituals and activities of production, both
of which were fundamental parts of religious and
economic life in ancient Mesopotamia, prove the
importance of the temple institution in the econo-
my. Based on this knowledge, scenes depicting men
and women involved in activities such as weaving,
threshing and storing grain, working the fields,
herding animals, and carrying goods (Catalog No.
16) have been interpreted as showing the person-
nel in the service of temple institutions. Symbolic
scenes depicting vessels, tools, or products of manu-
facturing arranged in rows were also popular design
elements on protoliterate seals and they could also
be combined with the above-mentioned scenes of
manufacturing activities involving humans (Catalog
Nos. 15, 37).

In the battlefield scenes, the central male fig-
ure of the ruler holding a long spear dominates the
scene (fig. 1.4). He stands on the right side of the
composition looking over his troops and is larger in
comparison to the rest of the figures. The spear and
the figure’s large size are indications of his power
and importance. The rest of the scene is populat-
ed by two groups of people, one victorious group
standing up and holding weapons and another group
on the ground with their legs bent up and hands
tied behind their backs. It is clear that the scene in
question is one of conquest over the fallen enemy
where the priest-king and his troops are celebrat-
ing their victory. Such battlefield scenes suggest
the existence of armed conflict and coercion in the
protoliterate period (Catalog No. 17).

Geometric seals most commonly found in Iran
and referred to as “piedmont style” seals constitute

of a dark stone called steatite or chlorite that was
baked at a temperature high enough to cause the
material to turn white and to take on a glazed ap-
pearance. Some examples are also cut in bone.
What makes them different is the distinctive im-
agery with which they are carved, depicting either
fully abstract elements or abstract elements com-
bined with representations of trees and animals.
The main geometric motifs used on piedmont seals
are hatched meander, hourglass, crosses, triangles,
lozenges, rosettes, and chevrons.

The lack of written documents accompanying
protoliterate seals and seal impressions that explain
the meaning of their designs has given rise to a very
puzzling question that scholars have been trying to
answer for a long time. Is there any correlation be-
tween seal imagery and administration in protolit-
erate Mesopotamia? Several scholars have suggested

FIGURE 1.4. Ancient impression of a cylinder seal. Battlefield scene
showing part of the ruler standing on the right-hand side, bound
and naked prisoners at the center, and victorious

troops looking over them. From Uruk. W2303a

a slightly later but quite different group (Catalog
Nos. 18-19). These cylinder seals are normally made
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that there may be a link between the different
categories of subjects illustrated on seals and the
administrative system of the period. In addition,
while in the historical periods the owner of a seal
was identified primarily through an inscription on
the seal that mentioned the name, profession, and/
or political or religious affiliation of the individual,
in the absence of inscriptions in the protoliterate
period, the link between the seal and its owner may
have been made through the seal imagery:

One suggestion is that the quality of craftsman-
ship of seals and the complexity of their designs
may be related to the status of the seal owner and
his standing within the administrative hierarchy.
Seals with schematic designs that were hastily
made with mechanical tools probably belonged
to institutions in which a large number of people
were authorized to use the same seal and only a
low level of differentiation in design was necessary.
Simple patterns such as rows of animals could not
be distinguished from one another and were thus
used by anonymous individuals representing an in-
stitution. On the other hand, more complex seals
with elaborate figurative imagery took a long time
to make, were thus more expensive, and belonged
to high-ranking individuals within the administra-
tive hierarchy. Their complex patterns made up of
unique design features differentiated and identified
their owners.

Another theory claims that seal imagery re-
ferred to distinct offices within the administration
and each design category represented and was used
by a different branch of the administration. In oth-
er words, the complex images on seals were literal
depictions of activities concerning different sec-
tors of the economy. For instance, seals depicting
the priest-king in rituals, hunting, and battles may
have been used to seal central storerooms located in
temples in the city of Uruk, while seals with animal
file designs may have been used by a section of the
administration dealing with animal husbandry, and
those depicting prisoners may have sealed war boo-
ty. A separate category of seals and seal impressions
depicting pigtailed ladies involved in industrial ac-
tivities may have been used by temple institutions
involved in production activities such as spinning,
weaving, and pottery making (Catalog No. 13).

On the other hand, the geometric designs
on the piedmont style seals, which are most
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common in western Iran and appear also in cen-
tral Mesopotamia, have been related to the
Proto-Elamite script developed in Iran around
the same time as the proto-cuneiform system in
Mesopotamia. Holly Pittman, who has studied the
iconography of piedmont seals and its association
with writing, suggests that the imagery of piedmont
seals is “a complex visual system made up of a large
number of individual elements combined accord-
ing to discernible rules” (Pittman 1994, p. xv). In
other words, variation in the imagery of piedmont
style seals was not introduced for decorative pur-
poses, but it was meaningful within the adminis-
trative system. According to Pittman, some design
elements used in the piedmont style have formal
similarities to the appearance of some signs in the
undeciphered Proto-Elamite writing system and
thus carried meaning somehow comparable to that
of signs.

A similar association between writing and seal
imagery has also been made for a cylinder seal for-
merly belonging to the Erlenmeyer collection (fig.
2.20). As described by Christopher Woods (2. The
Earliest Mesopotamian Writing, this volume), this seal
employs symbols that bridge the boundary between
art and writing, a number of the graphs of the cu-
neiform writing system having their origins in the
protoliterate visual arts.

So far there is no scholarly agreement on the
specific cultural value of seal imagery and a literal
reading of protoliterate seal images will remain unat-
tainable for us in the absence of contemporary writ-
ten documents accompanying them. Nevertheless,
protoliterate seals and their designs continue to
play an invaluable role in our understanding of the
social, political, and economic aspects of ancient
Mesopotamian culture. Most important of all, pro-
toliterate seals begin for the first time to narrate
events and social relations accompanying the emer-
gence of the state. It is clear that both seal imagery
and writing were used to communicate information
and as devices of social control by a newly emerging
state structure in fourth-millennium Mesopotamia
and its neighboring regions. In addition, the un-
questionable value of seals as astonishing works
of art shows the remarkable dexterity of the seal
carver to narrate elaborate and detailed events and
situations on such a small surface.
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CHRISTOPHER WOODS

t some point during the second half of the
A fourth millennium BC Mesopotamians be-

gan to inscribe signs on wet clay in what
may very well represent the world’s first writing sys-
tem. The script is known as cuneiform (from Latin
cuneus “wedge”) — a descriptive designation that re-
ters to the distinctive wedge-like appearance of the
signs, or graphs, which were fashioned with a reed
stylus. Indeed, the native Sumerian designations,
which include the words gag, gu-sum,, and sangtak,
all similarly meaning “wedge” or “nail,” also reflect
this visual quality. The cuneiform script was likely
invented to express the Sumerian language, but was
subsequently adapted to write a wide variety of un-
related languages throughout the ancient Middle
East. These include Akkadian (see 3. Adaptation of
Cuneiform to Write Akkadian, this volume), Eblaite,
Elamite, Hittite (see 4. The Rise and Fall of Cuneiform
Script in Hittite Anatolia, this volume), Hurrian, and

FIGURE 2.1. Evening at the
Uruk excavation house, 1986
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Urartian. Cuneiform texts were written as late as
the first century AD, more than three thousand
years after the script’s invention. A consequence of
using durable clay as the principal medium of writ-
ing, rather than perishable material such as papyrus,
is that Mesopotamia is one of the best-documented
civilizations prior to the Industrial Revolution.

URUK AND THE ARCHAIC TEXT CORPUS

The earliest-known cuneiform documents were
found at the sacred temple precinct Eana in the
city-state of Uruk, located in southern Babylonia
in present-day Iraq (figs. 2.1-2) — and there is good
reason to believe that this was the birthplace of
writing in Mesopotamia. The invention of writing
was tightly intertwined with the rapid develop-
ment of Mesopotamian civilization, as evidenced
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by extraordinary changes that took place there to-
ward the end of the fourth millennium. During the
Late Uruk period (ca. 3350—3100 BC), which takes
its name from the city, Uruk was characterized by
rapid urbanization and population growth, swell-
ing to a population of 20,000 to 50,000 individuals
and a size of 2.5 sq. km — nearly twice the size of
the next largest settlement — to become, arguably,
the world’s first true city. Coupled with this, Uruk
experienced a dramatic increase in social, politi-
cal, and economic complexity. The results were a
need to maintain records of production, goods, and
labor and the corresponding rise of a complex ad-
ministration. Writing was invented in this context.
Indeed, that the vast majority of the earliest texts
are administrative in nature suggests that the in-
vention of writing was a response to practical social
pressures — simply put, writing facilitated complex
bureaucracy (Michalowski 1994, p. 56). It is impor-
tant to stress in this connection that literature plays
no role in the origins of writing in Mesopotamia.
Religious texts, historical documents, and letters
are not included among the archaic text corpus ei-
ther. Rather, these text genres arise relatively late,
beginning in the middle of the third millennium,
some seven hundred or more years after the first
written evidence.

The date traditionally given for the invention
of writing in Mesopotamia is 3200 BC, but this is
more or less conventional. A precise date for the
earliest cuneiform texts has proved elusive, as vir-
tually all the tablets were discovered in secondary
archaeological contexts, specifically, in rubbish
heaps that defy accurate stratigraphic analysis. The
sun-hardened clay tablets, having obviously out-
lived their usefulness, were used along with other
waste, such as potsherds, clay sealings, and broken
mudbricks, as fill in leveling the foundations of new
construction — consequently, it is impossible to
establish when the tablets were written and used.
The charcoal remains of pine beams found in the
context of some of the Uruk texts suggest a date
of around 3500—3390 BC. However, this date must
be used with caution given that it represents a lone
sample and various problems are known to com-
plicate radiocarbon dates acquired from the lat-
ter half of fourth millennium (Margarete van Ess,
personal communication). Currently, the German
Archaeological Institute is attempting to acquire
new radiocarbon dates of this material, which will
hopefully clarify the situation.

Despite the difficulties surrounding the dat-
ing, we can identity two distinct phases in the
evolution of the archaic script — frequently re-
ferred to as proto-cuneiform — based primarily on

MESOPOTAMIAN ACCOUNTS OF THE INVENTION OF WRITING

“(Enmerkar’s) speech was very grand; its meaning very profound. But the messenger’s mouth was too

heavy, and he could not repeat the message. Because the messenger’s mouth was too heavy, and he

could not repeat it, the Lord of Kulab (that is, Enmerkar) patted some clay and put the words on it as

on a tablet. Before that day, words put on clay had never existed. But now, when the sun rose on that

very day — so it was! The Lord of Kulab had put words as on a tablet — so it was!”

Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta, lines 500-06
(after Vanstiphout 2003, p. 85)

The oldest and most explicit Mesopotamian account of the origins of writing comes from the Sumerian

story Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta, one of a cycle of narrative poems that involve the rivalry between

the southern Mesopotamian city-state of Uruk and the faraway, fabled city of Aratta, considered to

lie across seven mountain ranges on the Iranian plateau. The story is known primarily from early Old

Babylonian sources (ca. 2000-1750 BC), but it was likely first compiled in the preceding Third Dynasty

of Ur (conventionally referred to as the Ur Il period, ca. 2100-2000 BC), based on older oral traditions.
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Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta, like the other poems of the cycle, takes place at a time that is nearly
contemporaneous with our earliest historical sources, during the semi-mythological First Dynasty of
Uruk (ca. 2800-2700 BC), which included, in addition to Enmerkar, such legendary rulers as Gilgamesh
and Lugalbanda. The story involves several challenges and counter challenges of ingenuity to determine
which ruler — and city — has superiority over the other. This contest required an envoy to travel back
and forth between the two cities in order to relate the long and cryptic messages, which, naturally, had
to be memorized. As the excerpt given above describes, Enmerkar invented writing so that his message
to the Lord of Aratta could be conveyed accurately, and would not be subject to the errors of memory.
The messenger’s mouth is described, literally, as “heavy” (the Sumerian word is dugud), which may refer
to his inability to memorize the lengthy message, but may also — or additionally — speak to his failure to
convey the eloquence of Enmerkar’s words. Upon inspecting the inscrutable marks by the light of a fire,
the Lord of Aratta furrowed his brow, for “the spoken words were mere wedges!.” Remarkably — and
in contrast to many other indigenous accounts, for instance, the Egyptian one (“The Conception and
Development of the Egyptian Writing System”) — the invention of writing is here portrayed as a human
invention, occurring without the intervention of the gods. This account, mythological though it is, also
shares the notion, which we believe to be historical fact, that writing was invented in the city-state of
Uruk, and invented as a response to a practical, utilitarian need — though, that need, in reality, was to
facilitate bureaucracy, and letters do not appear until nearly a millennium after the first texts.

In another Sumerian story, Inana and Enki, which also dates to the Old Babylonian period, writing is
considered to be one of the hundred or so basic elements, or “essences” — the Sumerian term is me
— of civilization. These me’s reside with Enki, the god of wisdom and intelligence and Inana’s father, in
the ancient cult center of Eridug. Inana, coveting them, endeavors to acquire the me’s for her city, Uruk,
by getting her father intoxicated — a common ploy in Sumerian literature — and duping him into giving
them to her. Succeeding in her plot, Inana loads the me’s, including that of the scribe’s craft (Sumerian
nam-dub-sar), into the Boat of Heaven bound for Uruk. The story may be interpreted as an etiology,
though one necessarily based on a much older oral tradition, for Uruk’s ascendancy. In the second,
and particularly in the first, millennium, the scribal arts were attributed to the god Nabd, divine scribe
and patron of writing, whose symbol was a single wedge likely representing a writing stylus. Finally, we
note the late account of Berossus, an early third-century BC priest of the god Marduk. The story of the
creation of the world encountered in the first book of his Babyloniaca (Burstein 1978) includes the myth
of Oannes. This part-fish, part-human creature emerged from the Erythrean Sea (likely here referring
to the Persian Gulf), in the “first year,” and revealed to humanity all that was necessary for civilization,
including the knowledge of writing, the sciences, and the arts. Giving his revelation during the day,
Oannes would return once again to the sea at night. His teachings were comprehensive and perfect, for

from that time “nothing further has been discovered.” cw

graphic styles, technique of execution, and com-
plexity of the documents, all of which are sugges-
tive of a chronological development. These two
script stages correspond, but only indirectly, to
the stratigraphy of the findspots. Consequently,
the script and tablets of the earlier phase are la-
beled Uruk IV (ca. 3200 BC), while the script and
tablets from roughly one hundred years later are
labeled Uruk III (also known as the Jemdet Nasr
period, ca. 3100 BC) (fig. 2.3). Approximately five
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thousand proto-cuneiform tablets were unearthed
at Uruk by the German Archaeological Institute
between 1928 and 1976 (Englund 1998, pp. 18—41).
But these are not the only witnesses to the archaic
script. Proto-cuneiform texts corresponding to the
Uruk III tablets have been found at the northern
Babylonian sites of Jemdet Nasr, Khafajah, and Tell
Uqair, testifying to the fact that the new technology
spread quickly throughout Babylonia soon after its
invention (in ancient Iran proto-cuneiform possibly
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FIGURE 2.2. Plan of the German excavations of the sacred precinct Eana in Uruk.

The plan includes the numbers and findspots of the archaic texts

inspired the proto-Elamite script ca. 3100 BC.)
Illicit excavations since the 1990s account for sev-
eral hundred additional texts, which possibly origi-
nate from the ancient Babylonian cities of Umma,
Adab, and Kish. These texts have the advantage of
being generally in better condition than those from
Uruk, which, as noted, represent discarded rubbish
and thus are frequently fragmentary. To date, the
proto-cuneiform corpus numbers approximately six
thousand tablets and fragments.

The Uruk IV tablets, representing the earliest
phase of writing, typically bear only a few graphs
and are simple in format. Further, many of the
graphs represent naturalistic renderings of their
referents, that is, they are pictographs. While this
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earliest phase of cuneiform contains a few arbitrary
symbols (see fig. 2.5 below; note that the graph for
“sheep (and goats)” is symbolic and not pictograph-
ic), for those that do represent pictographs — the
vast majority of the signs — the Uruk IV phase of
writing exhibits a high degree of iconicity between
graph and referent (e.g., Catalog No. 41). The cur-
vilinear lines of these graphs were drawn — or, per-
haps more accurately, approximated with multiple
small strokes (Joachim Marzahn, personal commu-
nication) — with a pointed stylus. The Uruk III
phase of the script, on the other hand, represents
a significant development in the paleographic evo-
lution of the script in several respects. The curved
lines of the Uruk IV phase were straightened, while
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the strokes that comprise the graphs were restricted
to certain orientations and were created by a stylus
with a triangular cross section (fig. 2.4).

Additionally, the graphs were simplified and de-
picted more abstractly — for example, in the ren-
dering of graphs consisting of animal heads, facial
teatures, which were rendered naturalistically in the
Uruk IV phase, were now omitted or depicted sche-
matically (Green 1986, p. 465). These developments,
which may have been made in the interests of ef-
ticiency as well as aesthetics, would continue well
into the third millennium. As a consequence, those
signs that shared a pictographic relationship with
their referents gradually lost this iconic quality in
the course of the evolution of the script, becoming
conventionalized symbols — certainly contempo-
rary users of the script would have regarded them
as such, having no knowledge of the pictographic
origins of certain graphs (fig. 2.5).

With the loss of curvilinear lines, the script
assumed its distinctive cuneiform appearance as
graphs were pressed into clay in short wedge-like
strokes. There are two further notable develop-
ments that distinguish proto-cuneiform from the
mature phases of the script. The first concerns the
number of graphs employed in the system. Whereas
the archaic script contained roughly nine hundred
graphs, about six hundred graphs sufficed for later
cuneiform. The second concerns the direction of
the script. At some point, likely in the third millen-
nium, the graphs were rotated 9o degrees counter-
clockwise so that now they rested on their backs
and the script was read from left to right rather
than vertically (e.g., } became C=, SAG “head, per-
son”). The reason for the change is obscure and
much debated. However, it should be noted that
developments of this kind are typologically quite
common (Sampson 1985, p. 51).

As noted above, the majority of the archaic text
corpus — about 9o percent — is administrative in
nature. That is, these are economic texts that fig-
ured into a complex bookkeeping system consisting
primarily of receipts and expenditures of animals
and a wide range of commodities and raw materi-
als. The tablets identify the goods, their quantities,
and the individuals and institutions involved in the
transactions. These were the detailed records of the
business activities involving the Eana, the sacred
precinct and central economic unit of Uruk.
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FIGURE 2.3. Comparison of
selected Uruk IV and
Uruk Il signs

Uruk 11
ca. 3100 BC

Uruk 1V
ca. 3200 BC
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The archaic tablets displayed in the exhibit
clearly demonstrate not only the types of admin-
istrative information contained in the archaic
text corpus, but also the salient differences be-
tween Uruk IV (Catalog Nos. 41—46) and Uruk IIT
(Catalog Nos. 47—55) phases of the script. The Uruk
III tablets provide a glimpse into the economic life
of Uruk at the close of the fourth millennium and
include accounts involving livestock, slaves, grain,
and other commodities (figs. 2.6—8; Catalog Nos.
53755)-

Those graphs that were originally pictographs
demonstrate a degree of abstraction, with straight
lines, or wedges, having in many instances re-
placed the curvilinear lines of the Uruk IV script.
Further, several of the longer texts represent the
more complex accounts that distinguish this phase
of the script from the proceeding one. Catalog
No. 45 and particularly Catalog No. 44 typify the
simple accounts that are diagnostic of the Uruk IV
phase. But more revealing of the drawn, naturalis-
tic quality of the Uruk IV graphs are the group of
tags on display, particularly Catalog No. 41. These
small pieces of clay were perforated to accommo-
date string so that they could be attached to bas-
kets or vessels. The short inscriptions consist of
the names of offices or officials; in some cases they
possibly refer to beverages and dried fruits, com-
modities that would have been contained in the
vessels to which the tags were attached (Englund
1998, p. 57).Interestingly, the earliest writing from
Egypt consists of similar perforated tags (see 5. The
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Stylus shapes Breaking up of curved lines
and their marks resulting from change of stylus
ca. 3200 BC ca. 3100 BC

+ = @
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FIGURE 2.4. In the Uruk Il phase incising is replaced by impressing the
triangular cross-sectioned stylus into the surface of the clay tablet

SAG

KA

DU

ubu

UD,

GUD

Gl

SAR

Archaic Uruk Lagash Neo-Assyrian
ca. 3200 BC ca. 2400 BC ca. 700 BC

“head, person” &' CYT #

“mouth” @
“to eat, feed, (y

provide rations”

“tonguc”

“to go, Stand” C"j
“sheep (and goats)” EB
“nanny goat” %.

“bull” }?
“reed, to render, deliver” S P\"w ”W“ﬂ

o
“plant, to write” ;m W‘}” tﬁ:r

SneElght
5 B

FIGURE 2.5. The evolution of cuneiform signs
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FIGURE 2.6. This text (OIM A2513;
ca. 3100 BC) appears to identify two
named slaves in the possession of a
third individual. The sign for “slaves”

in fact derives from two distinct signs,
one for male (1) and one for female
([>) slave. Typical of proto-cuneiform
texts, the inscription does not include

a preposition or verb, which would
clarify the roles of the participants.

This ambiguity is, in part, resolved by
tablet format and the organization of
information into cases

FIGURE 2.7. This fragmentary text
(OIM A2514; ca. 3100 BC) concerns
the transfer of fourteen individuals,
possibly slaves, associated with the
UB household. Although there appear
to be many attestations of personal
names in the archaic text corpus,
they do not in general display obvious
correspondences with the better-
understood Sumerian names of later
periods. This fact exemplifies some
of the difficulties these texts pose,
including ascertaining the language
represented by the script. CW
(modified after original provided by
Robert K. Englund)

oi.uchicago.edu
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2 KUR.SAL “2 slave(s)”

EN PAP X

i SUKKAL GIR ygunii
2

- GAL SAL

J

“ENPAP-X"
“2 slave(s)”

SUKKALGIR"

“GAL-SAL”

2 slave(s) (held by) “GAL-SAL”, (their names are)
“ENPAP-X" and *SUKKALGIR”

Obverse

Two columns of “counted”
personal names.

Third column with general qualification
UB AB, “(of the) UB household.”

1(x 10) + 4(x 1) UB AB BAR,
“14 [slaves] (sent) out from UB household.”

39



oi.uchicago.edu

VISIBLE LANGUAGE

FIGURE 2.8. This text (OIM A12259; ca. 3100
BC), excavated at Tell Asmar by Oriental
Institute archaeologist Henri Frankfort in
1933-34, though very difficult still contains
interesting information. Grain measures of

about 150-75 liters on both obverse and reverse y SE Y
were recorded by persons qualified as saNGA barley
“accountant.” Specialists identify this sign, %
B, with a tallying box with compartments
corresponding to bundling steps in the E,

numerical system used by the scribes. The “temple, house”
enclosure to the lower right would represent
the box with “tokens” used in the calculations.
Further, the households associated with
these scribes suggest that SE.NAM, and E,

RAD were part of the larger unit designated

CW (modified after original
provided by Robert K. Englund)

AB TURgund.

DUB
“tablet”

Conception and Development of the Egyptian Writing
System, this volume). Like the Mesopotamian tags,
the two hundred small bone and ivory tags discov-
ered at Abydos bear short inscriptions, consisting
apparently of personal names, place names, and the
names of institutions.

Numerical and metrological notations play
a prominent role in the archaic text corpus. The
numbers can be large and the numerical notation
complex. Roughly sixty graphs are devoted to ex-
pressing numerals. These graphs were not incised
with a pointed stylus, as was the case with the word
graphs, but were impressed with a round stylus
held either perpendicular or at an oblique angle to
the writing surface (Nissen et al. 1993, p. 25). At
least five different counting systems are attested
for the archaic texts, including the sexagesimal
(i.e., with units 1, 10, 60, 600, 3,600) and bisexag-
esimal (i.e., with units 1, 10, 60, 120, 1,200, 7,200)
systems. Remarkably, the numerical system used

e

“irrigation ditch”
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Obverse

1x6)+1x1)=7) 1)
SEE, LAL XNIM,,

175 liters of barley for the
LALNIM temple.

e

SE .NAM, RAD SANGA,

(done by) the accountant of
the “ditch-district fatteners”.

Reverse
1@ =6) > (=150 liters)
SE DUB E, LAL, XNIM,,

150 liters of barley for the “tablet”
of the LALNIM temple.

E, RAD SANGA,
(done by) the accountant of
the “ditch-district house”.

AB TURgunii SANGA,
(under) the accountant of the
“TURguni; household”.

depended on what was being counted. For instance,
all animals and humans, animal products, dried fish,
fruits, tools, stones, and pots were quantified using
the sexagesimal system, while all grain products,
cheeses, and, seemingly, fresh fish, were quantified
using the bisexagesimal system (Englund, 1998, p.
120). The sexagesimal system survived the archa-
ic period and the Sumerians and was used by the
Babylonians down to the end of cuneiform civiliza-
tion at the turn of the current era. Indeed, our divi-
sion of the circle into 360 degrees, the hour into 60
minutes, and the minute into 60 seconds goes back,
ultimately, to the Sumerians and their sexagesimal
numerical system, having come to us through the
Babylonians and the Greeks (fig. 2.9).

The roughly 10 percent of the archaic text
corpus that is not concerned with administrative
matters are critically important for understand-
ing early Mesopotamian intellectual life and the
means by which the new technology of writing

> =25 liters)
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Sexagesimal System S System used fo count most dis-
Nso Nas Nasg NGV N4 N, Ns crefe obiéects, forlexgmple, du
10 6 10 o] 10 2or mans and animals, dairy an
O . D [> o L= oz ‘U fextile products, fish, wooden
*36,000" *3,600" "600" "60" 0" " "y and sfone implements,and con-
or ..]/10“ tainers
Sexagesimal System S' System derived from the sexa-
gesimal system, used fo count
Nas Nis N2 a4
certain objects, for example,
—° @ -0 = dead animals from herds and
0 o e jars of certain types of liquids
Bisexagesimal System B System used fo count discrete
Nse Ns4 Ns: Na4 Nig Ny N ranFpLodUﬁ:tsBcheese, o(?d X
[o) 10 2 6 10 - 2 resh Tish; all objects noted witl
% Z E D e ‘ ]U this system appear fo belong to
7,200 ‘1,200 "120" 60" 10" "y ! /2“ a ralioning system
Bisexagesimal System B*
Neo Nsg Nag Nz Ne System Iderived fromdfhe bisexa-
10 2 I 10 gesimal system, used fo count
E % % e - = rations of an unclear nature,
"1,200" "120" ‘60" "10" "1 pOSSib|y a type of fish
GAN,, System
Nas Nso Nia No2 Ny Ne System used fo note area
‘ o O 10 ® 3 (X » 6 | 10% ] measures
SAR, BUR'U BUR3 ESE, KU
No
EN System =
Nia N Nas Ng Ny %O SysLem oﬁesr%d on+]1y in the
10 2 2 4 = Uruk IV period with uncertain
L - 2 > @E fe\ Ny, application; possibly used to
UsxNja \ % nofe weight measures
Uy System N
10 U4XN1 U4+N]4 U4+Ng %
10 mon!hs‘\ System used fo note time and
3 e —° v calendar units {twelve 30-day
Ns7+Uyg P months 1o a year
12 1 ronth 10 days 1 day
1 year

FIGURE 2.9. Numerical systems used in proto-cuneiform

was passed from one generation to the next. These
texts, referred to as lexical lists, represent one of
the most distinctive and prevailing signatures of
Mesopotamian civilization. Essentially long lists of
thematically organized words — ancient dictionar-
ies, of a sort — lexical lists constituted the native
lexicographical tradition. These texts were the pri-
mary paradigm for the scholarly organization and
presentation of information, and served, moreover,
as a means for teaching professional vocabulary and
the intricacies of cuneiform writing. Copying a
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complex text of this kind would certainly have been
assigned to a more advanced scribal student. A more
elementary exercise is represented by VAT 16741
(fig. 2.10), in which a student has practiced inscrib-
ing various signs. This crudely formed lump of clay
anticipates the elementary school exercises known
from later periods, which were typically inscribed
on round, bun-shaped tablets (Catalog No. 47).
Lexical lists were copied and recopied by
scribal students down to the end of cuneiform cul-
ture. Catalog No. 46 represents the oldest, most
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FIGURE 2.10. Line
drawing of VAT 16741, an
Uruk 111 scribal exercise.

For photograph, see
Catalog No. 47

=
Dy

important, and most copied lexical list known —
the Standard Professions List, a hierarchically or-
ganized inventory of Uruk officials and occupations
(Englund 1998, pp. 103—06); other lexical texts from
the archaic period include lists of plants, animals,
wooden implements, jars, and cities. The Standard
Professions List contains some 140 entries and
begins with the title namesda, which a later, sec-
ond-millennium text equates with Akkadian sarru
“king.” In the archaic period, namesda may have
simply represented the highest-ranking official in
the Uruk administration (Englund 1998, p. 103).
The titles of several high officials included in the
Standard Professions List also appear as recipients
of disbursements in Catalog No. 52, an Uruk III
administrative text, demonstrating that titles in-
cluded in the lexical list had a real-world basis. The
Standard Professions List is thus crucially impor-
tant for reconstructing Uruk society at the end of
the fourth millennium. Remarkably this list was
copied with little change throughout the third mil-
lennium, a span of nearly a thousand years — an
astonishing fact indeed. From the succeeding Uruk
III phase alone we have some 185 tablets and frag-
ments (Englund 1998, p. 103), while the first com-
plete exemplars — the archaic lexical lists typically
represent extracts of longer texts — stem from the
mid-third millennium (ca. 2600 BC), from the site
of Fara (fig. 2.11).

Naturally, the existence of word-for-word du-
plicates from later periods, in which the script and
the language are more comprehensible, facilitates
enormously the decipherment of the archaic script.
It is important to point out that faithful adherence
to tradition with regard to the repeated copying
of what was already an ancient text by the third
millennium meant that scribes were reproducing
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sign forms and vocabulary, like the aforementioned
namesda, that had become obsolete long before.
Conversely, the titles of professions from the con-
temporaneous language necessarily could not be in-
corporated. This suggests that the lexical lists had a
value beyond their use as simply lexicographic and
instructional tools (Civil 1969, p. 4). Likely, their
prestige stems in part from their cultural value as
symbols of the scribal profession, the tradition of
their scrupulous transmission from one generation
to the next being intimately bound up with scribal
identity.

Uruk I Fara
ca. 3100 BC ca. 2600 BC

De=f | [=H
BHO= | H
BSOS | BE
BEH| BH
B BT
o | HBm
= RENEE S
BE | BF]
wl | &

B |
|- | =
-«

= 1<
(TR L
= £
| B

=gzl

FIGURE 2.11. Comparison of the first
lines of the Late Uruk- and Fara-period

versions of the Standard Professions List
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THE WRITING SYSTEM AND ITS
RELATIONSHIP TO SPEECH

At the root of the cuneiform writing system, as
originally conceived, is the logogram, or word sign,
which represents a single word or group of semanti-
cally related words (see fig. 2.5). Assigning semanti-
cally related words to a common graph was done in
the interest of economy, as it limited the number
of signs the writing system required and facilitated
the learning of the script. For instance, the sign DU,
originally a pictograph of a foot, &, expressed the
verbs gen “to go,” gub “to stand,” and de “to carry,”
all of which share a transparent semantic relation-
ship. Taken in isolation, one would be tempted to
describe DU, and similar signs, as ideograms — signs
that represent ideas or concepts — but in actuality
all cuneiform signs represented specific words in a
given context, and so functioned as logograms.

As Sumerian words tend to consist of (but are
not exclusively) single syllables, logograms had both
a semantic meaning, as representing words, as well
as a phonetic value, expressing the syllabic pronun-
ciations of those words. For example, the logogram
represented by the graph KU (the subscripted num-
ber is a modern convention for distinguishing ho-
mophonous signs), ;;.-D, has the meaning “fish”
as well as the syllabic value ku, which is the pro-
nunciation of the word for “fish” in Sumerian. As
described above, many of these logograms had a
clear pictographic relationship to their referents;
other examples include the picture of a reed, f
(GIL), for the Sumerian word for “reed,” that is, g/,
or the graph for “mountain,” L5 (KUR), for the
word for “mountain,” kur. A much smaller group of
logograms, however, had an arbitrary relationship
to their referents, such as the sign for “sheep and
goats” which consisted of a cross inscribed within
a circle, €1 (e.g., Catalog No. 28). Through the use
of the rebus principle, whereby a sign for one word
could be used to express a homonym, a second class
of signs arose — phonograms — which possessed
sound but not meaning. That is, the phonetic value
associated with one word, most often something
with a ready iconic representation, could be used
to write another word that was identical or nearly
so in pronunciation. The rebus principle is inte-
gral to writing, as it allows for the representation
of those elements of language that are not easily
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represented graphically, for instance, grammatical
affixes, prepositions, and — of considerable impor-
tance to the historical development of cuneiform
— the phonetic rendering of personal names and
foreign words. The high frequency of monosyllabic
words and homonyms in Sumerian clearly facilitated
this development. For instance, in later cuneiform
the sign for sar “garden” (originally a pictograph of
a garden bed, ¥¥) could be used to write the ho-
mophonous but more abstract verb sar “to write”;
similarly, the sign originally representing “water,”
==, a in Sumerian, was used for the syllable «,
which among other things was the phonetic shape
of the locative case in Sumerian. Finally, there is a
third, smaller set of signs that are referred to as de-
terminatives. These signs were not read, but merely
served as aides in reading by indicating the seman-
tic class to which certain words belonged; trees and
wooden objects, for instance, were often preceded
by the logogram, g7s, for “wood,” cities by uru “city,”
gods by dingir “god,” and so on.

In its original conception, however, Sumerian
writing relied almost exclusively on the logogram.
Phonetic writings generated via the rebus prin-
ciple played a remarkably minor role in proto-
cuneiform. More certain examples of phonetic
writings include: the writing of the name of the
moon god, Nanna, which is written URL;+NA, ?ﬁu\,,
where NA, (\'[}]D;, is phonetic complement with the
value na indicating that the graph URI,, P, is to be
pronounced nanna; PIRIG+NUNUZ, \;{}%, where the
complement NUNUZ, -9&, has the value za, indi-
cating that the composite graph has the phonetic
value «#z(a); the aforementioned sign designating a
(G1,), pronounced g7, is used to express the
homophonous verb g7 “to return”; and the syllabic,
that is phonetic, spellings of the city names Sz,-
bu and Gir,~su (Englund 2009, pp. 9—10; Krebernik
2007, p- 43). Relatively rare attestations of this
kind notwithstanding, phonetic writings do not
constitute an important organizing feature of the
proto-cuneiform writing system. Only in the first
quarter of the third millennium did phonograms,

reed,

generated via the rebus principle, begin to play a
significant and increasing role.

The scarcity of phonetic writings creates a
number of problems connected with identifying
the language of the script and determining whether
proto-cuneiform can be defined as “true” writing.
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As described in Visible Language: The Earliest Writing
Systems (Introduction, this volume), writing is typi-
cally defined as the unambiguous visible representa-
tion of speech — forms of communication that con-
vey ideas directly and are unhinged from spoken ut-
terances do not qualify as writing according to this
definition. A purely logographic system, without
any phonetic signs (no such writing system actually
exists) would pose certain problems in terms of de-
termining the underlying language. For instance, we
may intuitively know that the pictograph Q means
“head,” but taken in isolation the graph gives us
no indication of its pronunciation and hence what
language it represents. We would have to consider
how grammatical elements are rendered and how
syntax, that is, word order, is handled to make this
determination. If this information is not indicated
in the script, it would be theoretically impossible
to determine the underlying language, for the di-
vision between writing and other forms of visual
representation would be blurred in the absence of
an explicit link between script and speech.

This difficult situation is essentially what we
face with the proto-cuneiform script. More than
any other writing system known, Sumerian writing,
in its original conception particularly, held economy
as its topmost priority. There was a considerable
gap between the natural, spoken language and what
is represented by the early Uruk script. Most of
the morphological information of speech, such as
pronouns, adverbial markers, and other elements
that convey grammatical meaning, is simply not
recorded. The script, in this sense, is quite incom-
plete (fig. 2.12).

In Sumer, writing, as we have seen, was invented
for a very restricted application, namely, for book-
keeping purposes. Much of the omitted grammatical
information was either unimportant to the purpose
at hand or was predictable from context, rendering
its inclusion redundant. The proto-cuneiform texts
were in a sense mnemonic devices — the decoder
or reader of these texts had to rely heavily on the
broader context in order to recover their full mes-
sages. As this context is forever lost, these docu-
ments pose enormous problems of decipherment
and interpretation for the modern scholar. This
was a writing system that was modeled on speech
but did not mimic speech. Consequently, it is more
appropriate to speak of “interpreting” texts rather
than of “reading” them. Indeed, the breach between
writing and speech extends to syntax. The order of
graphs is fluid in early texts and words were not
written in the order in which they were spoken.
Tablet format, to a limited degree, compensated for
this, as the organization of text into boxes, or cases
(e.g., see figs. 2.6-8), played an important role in
organizing information. Not until the second half
of the third millennium did the sequence of graphs
within individual cases reflect the sequential order
of speech.

In sum, the evidence that the language repre-
sented by the proto-cuneiform script is, in fact,
Sumerian is quite slim, being based on perhaps
fifteen instances of phonetic writings, of varying
degrees of certitude that have been discovered to
date. However, the circumstantial evidence pro-
vided by the cultural continuity between the late
fourth and the mid-third millennium, at which
time there is no doubt the language represented

AN

UDU,

MUS 5,

AB,

FIGURE 2.12. Line drawing, transliteration, and “translation” of an Uruk Ill text, illustrating the incomplete nature
of the script and resulting ambiguities
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is Sumerian, bolsters this argument. Most scholars
today assume that Sumerian underlies the earliest
texts from Mesopotamia. As for proto-cuneiform
script representing writing in the sense defined
above, we must accept that there is no sharp divi-
sion between what we know to be true phonological
writing and more symbolic modes of communica-
tion — pristine writing systems, in general, appear
to occupy the ambiguous gray area between the two.
Phonetic writings were present at the beginning, or
so it appears, but they were of little importance to
the organization and structure of the proto-cunei-
form system. Indeed, the proliferation of phonetic
writings, in terms of the development of a syllabary,
was not precipitated by a desire to better express
Sumerian, but rather by the necessity to write for-
eign words and the adaptation of the script to write
the Akkadian language. That Sumerian writing be-
came more closely bound to speech was a secondary
consequence of these developments.

Sumerian writing became more explicit in its
expression of morphology, so that by the end of
the third millennium the grammatical elements of
speech were, for the most part, reflected in writ-
ing. Yet economy of expression always remained a
basic feature of Sumerian writing and it was always
possible to omit information that was deemed to
be retrievable from the broader context. A strik-
ing example of this is the existence of what may
be referred to as “morphograms,” an extension of
the logography that was the basis of the writing
system (Woods 2010). Morphograms are signs that
represent a conceptually basic or default form of a
morpheme, the smallest unit of meaning in a lan-
guage. An example of a morphogram in English
would be the writing of the plural marker in the
words cats and dogs. The plural in both cases is writ-
ten -s, even though in the case of dogs the plural is
pronounced z. In other words, English orthography
ignores the fact that the plural has the pronuncia-
tion z following a voiced consonant. English speak-
ers unconsciously apply the same rules they use in
generating speech and “read” the -5 in dogs as a 2
(for a discussion of this phenomenon more gener
ally and the English past-tense suffix -ed, see Visible
Language: The Earliest Writing Systems, Introduction,
this volume). In Sumerian writing this phenomenon
is much more pervasive. A scribe could exploit the
logographic, or more accurately morphographic,
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basis of Sumerian writing and write a basic or pri-
mary form of a morpheme regardless of the allo-
morphic shape — that is, the pronunciation — dic-
tated by the context. The burden of supplying the
appropriate “surface” or phonetic form of the mor-
pheme was left to readers, who did so by relying
on their native competence with the language. One
had to know the language in order to render what
was written into intelligible speech. For example,
the verbal form pronounced hanasumu “he should
give (it) to him” could be written he-na-sum e (in ad-
dition to the more phonetic ha-na-sum,-mu), a writ-
ing that preserves the basic or underlying form of
the individual morphemes contained in the verb but
obscures the phonetic changes owing to the assimi-
lations that take place in speech. In the interests
of economy, phonetic variation could be omitted in
the writing where it was predictable from the con-
text. While writings that more faithfully represent
pronunciation increasingly dominate over time, it
was always possible for a scribe to employ the mor-
phograms that were the basic building blocks of
the early script. One potential advantage in doing
so was that fewer signs needed to be memorized
and used, so that messages could be written more
succinctly. But the overriding interest appears to
be in the continuity of tradition and the prestige
associated with the old orthography.

PRECURSORS TO WRITING

Mesopotamia boasts not only what may be the
earliest writing system invented, but also some of
the clearest evidence for the non-linguistic com-
municative systems that were precursors to writ-
ing. The first writing, which we may define as the
unambiguous representation of speech, borrowed
symbols from pre-existing administrative devices
and artistic traditions, added many new elements,
and codified and integrated the whole into a system
that was fundamentally different from the com-
municative systems that preceded it (Michalowski
1994, p. 54; idem 1996, pp. 35-36).

The invention of writing represented a more
comprehensive solution to a number of admin-
istrative and bookkeeping problems posed by an
increasingly complex bureaucracy, problems that
were addressed individually, and only in part, by
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earlier devices (Nissen 1986, pp. 323—26). These
earlier, prehistoric administrative devices, which
were likewise products of the Late Uruk period,
include cylinder seals, numerical tablets, and clay
counters and their accompanying “envelopes” (see
1. Iconography of Protoliterate Seals, this volume). As
writing would more effectively do, each served as a
means to control and monitor the flow of materials,
commodities, and labor.

The hollow, baseball-sized clay balls referred to
as envelopes and their associated counters, or “to-
kens” (Catalog Nos. 20—28 and 32—36), have received
the most attention, having been made famous by
Denise Schmandt-Besserat and her theory of the
origins of writing (1992). These artifacts have been
excavated in Iran, Syria, and Mesopotamia and make
their first appearance in the archaeological record
shortly before the Uruk IV tablets. The clay enve-
lopes bear the impressions of one to three seals, but
most importantly they contain clay tokens (Catalog
Nos. 32-33 and 35-36); some envelopes, in fact, bear
marks that indicate that the tokens were impressed
upon their outer surface before being sealed within.
The idea that these envelopes represented precur-
sors to writing was first suggested by the French
archaeologist Pierre Amiet in the 1960s. Studying a
group of envelopes found at Susa in southwest Iran,
Amiet (1966) observed that in some cases — the
emphasis being on some — the markings on the
envelopes matched those on the enclosed tokens.
It was Amiet’s idea that the tokens were numerical
counters, and that each envelope was the record
of a transaction — a type of primitive accounting
system in which it was necessary to impress the
tokens onto the outer surface of the envelope so
that it would not have to be broken to inspect its
contents. The very act of impressing tokens onto
envelopes to represent numbers could have led to
the creation of writing.

Amiet’s understanding of the function of the en-
velopes was seemingly corroborated by a much lat-
er, second-millennium artifact found at Nuzi. This
object, the so-called egg-shaped tablet (fig. 2.13),
was first discussed in 1959 by A. Leo Oppenheim
of the Oriental Institute.

This object is a type of envelope, but, again,
much later in date than those discussed by Amiet.
At the time of discovery, it contained forty-nine
small pebbles. What is remarkable about this
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FIGURE 2.13. The “egg-shaped tablet” from Nuzi
(SMN 1854 = HSS 16:499)

object, and what distinguishes it from the archaic
envelopes, is that it bears an inscription written in
Akkadian. The inscription on the envelope makes
reference to forty-nine sheep, and so matches the
number of pebbles enclosed, identifying the pebbles
as “the stones of the sheep” (Abusch 1981, pp. 3, 6).
A receipt tablet, which clearly concerns the same
transaction, was found together with the envelope,
and also makes mention of the forty-nine sheep.
The tablet provides the additional information that
the sheep in question were placed in the care of a
shepherd, Ziqarru, by a sheep owner, Puhisenni. So
there can be no question that this particular en-
velope represents a simple accounting device for
a specific transaction. And, although it postdates
the protoliterate envelopes by some two thousand
years, it seems reasonable to suggest that those ear-
lier artifacts served a similar function (Lieberman
1980, pp- 340, 352). As to why such a primitive de-
vice would remain in use at Nuzi, where writing
was well known, and why this transaction would be
recorded in two different media, it might be sug-
gested that the exchange of sheep involved an il-
literate shepherd (Abusch 1981, pp. 7-8; compare
Oppenheim 1959, pp. 123—24). Because the shepherd
could not verify the accuracy of the written docu-
ment, it was necessary to draft a second parallel
receipt that would be comprehensible to him, this
one consisting of the pebbles within the sealed en-
velope (Steinkeller 1984, p. 6).

Returning to our fourth-millennium envelopes,
Amiet stopped short of equating specific token-
shapes with specific cuneiform signs. This is the
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FIGURE 2.14. The development of cuneiform,
after Schmandt-Besserat (1992)
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critical point at which Schmandt-Besserat’s theory
of the origins of writing departs from that of Amiet.
In Schmandt-Besserat’s view, both the numerical
and logographic signs of cuneiform evolved directly
out of the earlier token system. This theory is based
on the visual similarities between the elements of
the token and writing systems (fig. 2.15). According
to Schmandt-Besserat, the simple, undecorated to-
kens, which first make their appearance with the
beginnings of agriculture in the ninth millennium,
developed into the numerical graphs (Catalog Nos.
20—21). The so-called complex tokens, those that
have various markings and incisions and are regard-
ed as a hallmark of the burgeoning urban societies
of the fourth millennium, became the logograms of
cuneiform (Catalog Nos. 22—28). They represented,
she argues, the new commodities and bureaucratic
needs of the complex societies that were emerging
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at the end of the fourth millennium. In Uruk and
Susa, early bureaucrats organized them by thread-
ing them on strings and, of course, sealing them
within clay envelopes after impressing them on the
surface. From this point it is supposedly a simple
and logical step to the development of writing.
Early accountants soon realized that the process of
enclosing tokens within envelopes was entirely un-
necessary, since their two-dimensional impressions
on the surface conveyed the same information with
tar less effort. So the envelopes were replaced by
tablets. The cones and spheres of the complex to-
ken system were now translated to two-dimensional
pictographs and were drawn with a stylus on clay
tablets. By comparing the geometric shapes and
designs of the tokens with those of the early cunei-
form signs, Schmandt-Besserat assigned meanings
to fifty complex tokens.
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FIGURE 2.15.
Comparison of complex
tokens with the
respective cuneiform
graphs (from top to
bottom) for sheep and
goats, wool, and silver

7

Although there is an elegant simplicity to much
of this argument, and Schmandt-Besserat is cer-
tainly to be praised for reigniting the debate over
the origins of writing, the theory is problematic.
It is difficult to accept, for instance, that tokens
found over such a vast time period and over such a
vast geographical range — from the Mediterranean
to Iran, from the ninth to the end of the fourth
millennium BC — comprised a uniform account-
ing system, as Schmandt-Besserat argues. For many
of the objects, the archeological context is vague
if not completely unknown. Notably, most of the
tokens that are claimed to be the evolutionary pre-
cursors to cuneiform signs are not even found in
connection with envelopes. However, it should be
pointed out that perhaps only five envelopes have
been opened, as doing so would necessarily destroy
these artifacts; eighty of the some 130 excavated
clay envelopes remain intact (Englund 1998, p. 49;
Schmandt-Besserat 1992, p. 117). But recent techno-
logical advances in CT scanning and three-dimen-
sional imaging now allow us to inspect the contents
of sealed envelopes with a level of detail impos-
sible just a few years ago. Currently, the Oriental
Institute is working jointly with the University of
Chicago Hospitals to scan the fifteen envelopes
in the Oriental Institute’s collections that were
excavated from Chogha Mish in southwest Iran.
The results promise to significantly enhance our
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understanding of the nature of the transactions or
agreements represented by the tokens and clay en-
velopes (fig. 2.16).

The lynchpin of Schmandt-Besserat’s theory
— that tokens look like cuneiform signs — is, of
course, subjective, and many of her identifications
linking complex tokens to cuneiform signs are sim-
ply not plausible. Moreover, the assumption that a
symbol present in two distinct systems — in this
case the tokens of a prehistoric accounting system
and proto-cuneiform — must necessarily have the
same value is a well-known methodological pitfall in
decipherment efforts, for it is entirely possible that
the shared symbol has different values, or mean-
ings, in the respective systems. Also damning in this
regard is that the distribution of tokens, if we ac-
cept Schmandt-Besserat’s identifications, is at odds
with our understanding of early Mesopotamian
economy and society. As the archaeologist Paul

ORIENTAL
ChMII-752

G4

INSTITUTE

FIGURE 2.16. Three-dimensional CT scan of the contents
of a clay envelope from the site Chogha Mish
in southwest Iran
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Zimansky has pointed out, the alleged sheep to-
ken, perhaps her most compelling piece of evidence
on visual grounds, occurs only fifteen times over
seven thousand years (Zimansky 1993, p. 516). This
is indeed troubling, given all we know about the
importance of livestock in the ancient Middle East.
Conversely, the most common tokens are those that
supposedly signify “nails” and “work days,” prompt-
ing Zimansky to ask, “is it really credible that early
villagers would leave more evidence of keeping ac-
counts of nails than of livestock?” (Zimansky 1993,
p. 516).

At this point, all we can say with any degree of
certainty — as Amiet pointed out over forty years
ago — is that there is a relationship between the
impressions on the envelopes and the numerical
graphs of the cuneiform system and that these two
systems, and only these two, appear to be related.
Indeed, the existence of numerical tablets (see
Catalog Nos. 29—31) — stemming from the period
immediately preceding the invention of writing with
numerals but without graphs representing words
— bridges the gap between the accounting systems
represented by the tokens and the numeral graphs
of proto-cuneiform, as numeral signs appear to have
been made, in some instances, by impressing the
tokens into the wet clay. In a final development be-
fore the inception of proto-cuneiform proper, these
simple numerical accounts were supplemented with
graphs (one or two at most) representing the com-
modities concerned (Englund 1998, pp. 52—56).

As for the origins of the word signs, or logo-
grams, of proto-cuneiform, most of these were
no doubt invented with the writing system itself.
Others, however, were borrowed from various pre-
existing communicative devices that were decidedly
not writing (Michalowski 1990, p. 59; idem 1994, p.
54; idem 1996, pp. 35-36). The symbol that would
become the graph for “sheep and goats,” €, for
instance, obviously belonged originally to the ac-
counting system represented by the complex to-
kens. When the script was invented, this symbol
was borrowed from the older accounting system
and assigned the meaning “sheep (and goats).” The

FIGURE 2.17. Beveled-rim bowl. Nippur. 7.4 x 19.6 cm OIM A31656

pp- 516-17). An example of this type of adoption
from the material culture is the ubiquitous beveled-
rim bowl, a diagnostic feature of the Late Uruk pe-
riod (fig. 2.17). These crude, mold-made bowls were
mass produced, and were likely used to disperse
standardized rations to workers. The distinctive
shape of the bowl was incorporated into the writ-
ing system to represent “a ration of food”; when
combined with the graph SAG “head,” the compos-
ite graph GU, denoted “disbursement” as well as the
verb “to eat” (fig. 2.18)

In other cases, the inventors of the script bor-
rowed long-established pictographic and icono-
graphic elements from the visual arts of the proto-
literate period. In particular, a number of standards
and emblems connected with deities and their cult
centers, which possessed powerful symbolic val-
ue, were drafted into the script (Szarzynska 1989,

&+®=

SAG NINDA GU,

graphic symbol was borrowed — people used and
re-used the shapes known to them — but in all like-
lihood, based on its distribution in the token sys-
tem, the meaning, or perhaps better, meanings, it
had in that earlier system was not (Zimansky 1993,

“head” “disbursement”

“rationing vessel”

FIGURE 2.18. Composite sign GU; “disbursement”
consisting of the graph for “head,” saG, and the
graph for “rationing vessel,” NINDa, likely the
depiction of a beveled-rim bowl of the Uruk period
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Signs for temple F !
households: Ay 5
TURs, ZATU 648
Emblem involved: %
NUN, URIy,

Related signs:

NUN¢ NANNA, URIg

FIGURE 2.19. Pictographic signs
representing temple households

1996) (fig. 2.19). The exhibit includes an illustra-
tive example in a fired clay symbol of Inana, the
patron goddess of Uruk (Catalog No. 39). The
object was found at Uruk in 1929 by the German
Archaeological Institute and served as part of a wall
frieze in the Eana complex. Often described as a
reed bundle, this volute-like symbol may have rep-
resented a stylized scarf or headband (Steinkeller
1998, p. 95). Interestingly, the impressed circular de-
signs on the staff mimic the clay-cone mosaics that
decorated building facades, a characteristic feature
of the architecture of the Eana precinct. This cultic
symbol was borrowed and integrated into the writ-
ing system as the graph representing the name of
the goddess, ﬁ( . As a cultic symbol it may not have
survived the fourth millennium, but as a cuneiform
graph it persevered down to the end of cuneiform
civilization (Steinkeller 1998, pp. 87-88).

In the protoliterate period the boundary that
would later separate writing from artistic, symbolic
representations was quite porous, and the two sys-
tems mixed more freely than they would in later pe-
riods. A unique Uruk-period seal demonstrates the
point (Glassner 2003, pp. 175—76; Nissen, Damerow,
and Englund 1993, pp. 17-18) (fig. 2.20). The image
includes the symbol of the goddess Inana discussed
above, and, to the left, a star representing the di-
vine determinative, the pictograph UD — the sun
rising between two mountains — and the mirror im-
age of the latter, SIG, designating the setting sun.
Also included, to the right of the Inana symbol, is
the sign EZEN “festival” (the pictograph depicts a
drum). The group together can be “read” as “the

ZATU 649

14

(MUSH5,/INANA ?)

Ife

LAGAR
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festival of the rising and setting star,”
that is, the planet Venus, a manifesta-
tion of the goddess Inana.

It should be emphasized that
while some graphs can be demon-
strated to have roots in other, earlier
symbolic systems, the vast majority
of the pictographs likely came into
being with writing itself. And here
we must be careful to distinguish be-
tween the history of the individual
graphs and the writing system as a
whole (Michalowski 1994, p. 55).
When writing was invented it rep-
resented a completely new mode
of communication, quite different
from anything that preceded it and
quite different from any of the systems in which
individual graphs may have originated. The present
evidence leads us to believe that although it would

>
]

evolve and undergo enormous changes in the course
of its history, writing, as a system, came into exis-
tence suddenly as an integrated whole (Michalowski
1996, pp- 35-36). For the restricted applications for
which it was invented, as a bookkeeping device, it
no doubt served its users well. While the poten-
tial to do so was there from the outset, accurately
tracking speech was beyond this initial purpose,
and the bond between the incipient script and the
spoken word was tenuous. In this sense, at least,
the earliest writing from Mesopotamia had more
in common with the administrative devices it re-
placed than with the flexible visual representation
of speech that it would become.

FIGURE 2.20. Impression of an Uruk-period cylinder seal
from the former Erlenmeyer collection, Berlin
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STAMP SEALS

rom their earliest appearance in the late seventh
millennium BC, stamp seals were used to mark
property through their impressions into clay
that sealed doors, jars, or other packages. Stamp
seals continued in use into the Late Uruk period

1. STAMP SEAL IN THE ABSTRACT FORM OF AN
ANIMAL WITH ANIMALS INCISED ON BASE

Indurated limestone
Uruk period, ca. 3700-3100 BC

Irag, acquired in Iran ca. 1965;
Gift to the Oriental Institute, 1995

4.8 x 3.4 x21cm
OIM As55048

(3350—3100 BC), when they were largely replaced
by cylinder seals, perhaps because more varied and
complex scenes could be carved into their surface,
and perhaps because being rolled, they could cover
a larger area of sealing clay. GE

1, bottom 1, modern impression

51



oi.uchicago.edu

OBJECT DESCRIPTIONS: CATALOG NOS. 1-58

2. STAMP SEAL WITH GEOMETRIC MOTIF

Baked clay

Uruk period, ca. 3700-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

29 x 2.5x 2.6 cm

OIM A32353
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3. STAMP SEAL WITH GEOMETRIC MOTIF

Baked clay

Uruk period, 3700-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish
3.8x27x24cm

OIM A32537
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TEMPLE HERDS

hese seals depict horned animals (sheep or  these seals reflect both roles — the herds were a
goats) next to elaborate building facades that  concentration of movable wealth that could be used
represent temples or symbols of a deity. Temples  to feed priests as well as offered to the statue of the
were centers of ritual as well as major economic  deity itself. GE
institutions, and the temple herds represented on

4. CYLINDER SEAL WITH
HORNED ANIMAL AND
TEMPLE FACADE

Marble

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Irag, Khafajah, Sin Temple IV
3.3x23cm

OIM A17754

PUBLISHED

4 4, modern impression
Frankfort 1955, no. 202.

5. CYLINDER SEAL WITH TWO
HORNED ANIMALS AND
TEMPLE FACADE

Marble

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iraq, Khafajah, Sin Temple IlI
3.3x29cm

OIM A21370

PUBLISHED

5 5, modern impression

Frankfort 1955, no. 42.

6. CYLINDER SEAL WITH
ANIMALS AND THE “REED
BUNDLE” SYMBOL OF THE
GODDESS INANA

Calcite

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iraq

3.4x3.5cm

Purchased, 1920

OIM A3648

6 6, modern impression
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ANIMALS

Interest in the natural world was also expressed  threatened by predators, and protected or domi-
in the Uruk period through rows or patterns  nated by a human figure. GE
of animals incised on cylinder seals, sometimes

7. CYLINDER SEAL WITH
THREE HORNED ANIMALS

Limestone

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iraq, Khafajah, Sin Temple IV
3.3x28cm

OIM A17129

PUBLISHED

Frankfort 1955, no. 214. 7 7, modern impression

8. CYLINDER SEAL WITH
THREE HORNED ANIMALS

Calcite

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Irag, Tell Agrab

21x1.6cm

OIM A21761

PUBLISHED

Frankfort 1955, no. 891.

8 8, modern impression

9. CYLINDER SEAL DEPICTING
FISH

Green calcite

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iraq

2.5x1.8 cm

Purchased, 1947

OIM A27906

9 9, modern impression
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10. ANCIENT SEAL IMPRESSION DEPICTING GOAT
AND PLANT

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

5.2 X 41x 2.7 cm

OIM A32442

11, modern impression
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1. CYLINDER SEAL SHOWING
A LION ATTACKING A BULL

Black chlorite

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Irag?

2.6 x 3.5 cm

Purchased, 1935

OIM Ar7641

This seal design and other
images like it express the danger
that threatened herds of sheep
and goats. GE



oi.uchicago.edu

OBJECT DESCRIPTIONS: CATALOG NOS. 1-58

12.  ANCIENT SEAL IMPRESSION WITH A “MASTER
OF ANIMALS” OR HERDING SCENE

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

6.5 x 5.2 x41cm

OIM A32553

The “master of animals” depicts a human figure
holding an animal on either side in a symmetrical
scene that represents human mastery over the
natural world. First introduced during the Uruk
period, this motif undoubtedly reflects increasing
concern with managing the production of animals
in the new urban economies. GE

PUBLISHED

Delougaz and Kantor 1996, p. 141, pl. 145:C.
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CRAFT PRODUCTION

any cylinder seals and impressions of the  new cities of the Uruk period, with specialization

Late Uruk period depict workers, particu-  of labor and a widening gap between the elite and
larly seated women engaged in making textiles.  a class of laborers, some of whom would have been
The seals suggest the changes taking place in the  slaves. GE

13.  ANCIENT SEAL IMPRESSION
WITH SEATED TEXTILE
WORKERS AND ANIMALS

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

7.0 X 5.4 x 3.5 cm

OIM A3z244

The design on this sealing,
which probably sealed a bale of
goods, depicts two squatting
women spinning wool and
churning milk. Ge

PUBLISHED

Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pl.
146:E.

14.  ANCIENT SEAL IMPRESSION
SHOWING FIGURES
CARRYING TEXTILES THAT
ARC DOWN FROM THEIR
HEADS

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

57 x 4.6 x 2.4 cm

ChM 1ll-804

PUBLISHED

Delougaz and Kantor 1996, p. 438,
1 pl. 153:A.
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15. ANCIENT SEAL IMPRESSION WITH WORKERS
IN FRONT OF A GRANARY

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

3.4 x 5.4 cm

ChM llI-870

This is a small fragment of a conical sealing with
the impressions from two seals. The first, which
is badly preserved, depicts animals. The second
depicts a small upper register with several conical
granaries or perhaps bags. Below, a pair of men 5

bend over what might be a bag. To the right of _’\-__,\ ==
these men is a second group, of which only a / \ C ) [—\ /< ’\ f N
squatting figure and an arm holding a stick are L -2
preserved. GE —

PUBLISHED
Delougaz and Kantor 1996, p. 401, pls. 44:E, 149:B.

16. CYLINDER SEAL WITH
SCRIBE, PRIESTS, AND PART
OF A BOAT

Indurated limestone

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Irag; Purchased, 1920

3.9 x3.0x1.8cm

OIM A3616

16 16, modern impression

This broken seal preserves elements of a scene involving early administration. The male figures are
marked as being associated with the temple by their clean-shaven heads. The two standing figures are
carrying jars, perhaps unloaded from the boat whose curving bow is preserved at right. The figure at left
holds small rods in each hand and kneels in front of a stack of three flat objects. Pittman (1994b) has
argued that this scene represents a scribe holding a stylus (in this case, two) and that the flat objects are
tablets. GE
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OTHER SCENE

17.  ANCIENT SEAL IMPRESSION
WITH ARCHER AND
CAPTIVES WITH ARMS
BOUND

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

51x 3.8 x1.9 cm

ChM 111-859

PUBLISHED

Delougaz and Kantor 1996, p. 451,
pls. 45:D, 151:A.
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PIEDMONT STYLE SEALS

hese seals with geometric designs were used  style seals were used in an administrative system.

in the Zagros Mountains and their western It has been argued (Pittman 1994a) that the vari-
foothills in an area where clay tablets were written ~ ous designs represented different administrative
in Proto-Elamite script. Like Proto-Elamite script,  units among the societies along the margins of the
which has not yet been fully deciphered, piedmont =~ Mesopotamian plain. GE

18. CYLINDER SEAL WITH TRIANGLE AND
DOT DESIGN

Bone

Jemdet Nasr period, 3100-2900 BC
Irag, Khafajah, Houses 1

5.0 X 1.0 cm

OIM Angn

PUBLISHED
Frankfort 1955, no. 349.

18 18, modern impression

19.  CYLINDER SEAL WITH ARCADE DESIGN

Glazed steatite

Jemdet Nasr period, 3100-2900 BC
Irag, Khafajah, Sin Temple IV
55x13cm

OIM A17861

PUBLISHED

Frankfort 1955, no. 134.

19 19, modern impression
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TOKENS AND ENVELOPES

One information storage technology developed = them. Part of the growing array of administrative
in the century before the first written tablets  devices used by Mesopotamian officials during the
in Mesopotamia was a system of hollow clay = Uruk period, tokens were among the precursors to
envelopes (also sometimes called “token balls” or  writing. GE

“bullae”) and tokens that could be sealed inside

20. DISK-SHAPED TOKENS

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

OIM A33070A-E

A:1.7 x 0.6 cm
B: 1.4 x O.7 cm
C:1.2 x 0.6 cm

D: 1.3 x1.9 cm
E: 1.2 X 0.4 cm

20

21. PYRAMIDAL TOKENS

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

Average: 1.8 x 1.6 x 1.5 cm

OIM A34819

21

22. SPHERICAL TOKEN WITH IMPRESSIONS

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

Diameter: 2.2 cm

OIM A33044

22
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23

23 JAR-SHAPED TOKEN

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

2.3x13cm

OIM A64623

PUBLISHED

Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pl. 134:G.

24. CRESCENT-SHAPED TOKEN
WITH INCISED LINES

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish
2.3x11x0.8cm

OIM A32507

PUBLISHED

Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pl. 134:F1.
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26

25. CRESCENT-SHAPED TOKEN
WITH INCISED LINES

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish
2.3x1.2x0.7cm

OIM A64619

PUBLISHED
Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pl. 134:F4.

26. CRESCENT-SHAPED TOKEN
WITH INCISED LINES

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish
3.3x1.5x16cm

OIM Ab64625

PUBLISHED
Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pl. 134:F53.
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27. DISK-SHAPED TOKENS
WITH HORIZONTAL LINES

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

ChM IV-443A-C

A: 4.3 X 4.3 X1.2cm
B: 3.9 x 3.8 x 1.7 cm
C:4.0x 3.7x11cm

PUBLISHED

27, B
274 Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pl. 134:Es.

28. BROKEN DISK WITH PAINTED CROSS

Clay

Late Fars phase, 4500-4100 BC
Iran, Tall-e Bakun A, Level Il
2.7 x 0.5 cm

OIM A19841

This very early complex token has a painted cross that is similar

to the proto-cuneiform sign &9 UDU, indicating sheep or goat.

It was part of an extraordinary assemblage of tokens and seal
impressions at the early site of Tall-e Bakun in southern Iran.
Because it is centuries earlier (and more than 500 km distant) from
the administrative innovations of the Late Uruk period in southern
Mesopotamia, the link between this early experiment and later
development of writing is not yet clear. GE

28

PUBLISHED
Alizadeh 2006, p. 84 (type 8A) and fig. 72:] (compare fig. 72:M—N).
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29. CLAY LUMP WITH DOTS
POSSIBLY REPRESENTING
NUMERALS

Baked clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

2.2 x21x17cm

OIM A32595

29

30. DISK-SHAPED TOKEN
WITH SIX DOTS POSSIBLY
REPRESENTING NUMERALS

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

4.2x 41x11cm

OIM A64622

PUBLISHED

Delougaz and Kantor 1996, 30
pls. 40:C, 134:E6.
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65

31. SEALED NUMERICAL TABLET FRAGMENT

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

4.8 x3.2x20cm

ChM 1l1-937A

This tablet showing five numeral signs was
sealed with several rollings of a seal depicting
animals including a bull. Ge

PUBLISHED
Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pl. 137:A.



32. BROKEN CLAY ENVELOPE
WITH TOKENS INSIDE

Clay
Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

Envelope: 7.8 x 7.2 cm;
Diameter of tokens: 1.6 cm

OIM A64678

PUBLISHED

Delougaz and Kantor 1996,
pls. 38:A—B, 40:A, 147:F.

33
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32

33. BROKEN CLAY ENVELOPE
WITH TOKENS INSIDE

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

Envelope: 5.3 x 3.7 cm;
Diameter of tokens: 1.1 cm

ChM Ill-925A

PUBLISHED
Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pl. 40:D.
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34. CONICAL TOKEN WITH
CONVEX TOP

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

21x2.5cm

ChM V-120

PUBLISHED

Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pl. 40:1.

34, top

34, side
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35. INTACT CLAY ENVELOPE WITH SEAL
IMPRESSIONS

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

5.6 x 5.6 x 5.1 cm

OIM Az2474

This envelope is sealed with two different seals.
On the seal visible in the photo, a man drives

a plow. The second seal shows men carrying
textiles. GE

PUBLISHED

Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pl. 34:1-K, 146:B, 153:D.

68

36. INTACT CLAY ENVELOPE WITH SEAL
IMPRESSIONS

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

Diameter: 5.2 cm

ChM Ill-775

This envelope was sealed by two different seals.
The seal visible in the photo shows a procession
of lions; the other shows the top of a granary. GE

PUBLISHED

Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pls. 35:A-B, 136:B, 149:C.
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37. BULLA WITH SEAL IMPRESSIONS

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

6.8 x 3.7 x 3.7 cm

OIM A64679

Ovoid clay objects like this one (called a bulla)
were normally molded around a string that may
have enclosed a container. This bulla is unusual
in not having a visible string impression. A seal
showing a design of an archer was impressed on
each of its five surfaces. GE

PUBLISHED
Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pl. 33:H, 150:A.

69

38. SEALING

Clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish
3.5x31x21cm

ChM 11l-811

This tablet-shaped sealing was impressed on three
sides with a seal depicting objects shaped like
bags. Its form is unusual and further illustrates
the range of functions that sealed clay served

in the administrative systems of the Late Uruk
period. GE

PUBLISHED
Delougaz and Kantor 1996, pl. 155:B.
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39. INANA SYMBOL

Baked clay

Uruk IV period, ca. 3200 BC
Iraqg, Uruk, Eana District
19.3 x12.5 x 2.7 cm

VAT 14540

This object represents a stylized
bundle of reeds that is rolled
into a volute at the top. Itis a
symbol of the goddess Inana
and was also the basis for the
cuneiform writing of her name.
It was found in 1929 along
with four other fragments of
clay inlays (similar pieces and a
fragment of a bull figure) that
served as parts of a wall frieze at
a building in the southern part
of Eana, the temple complex of
Inana.

The form of the Inana
symbol is derived from
bundles that originally served
as entry posts to reed huts, a
common type of dwelling in
the marshlands of southern
Iraq. The drawing of the bundle

39, back

39, front

had been partly done with

a simple writing stylus. The
circular impressions represent
contemporary mosaics of clay
cones found at other buildings
at the same site. JM, translated
by rW

70

PUBLISHED

Jordan 1931, no. W 4999,b, pp. 33~
40, fig. 24; Dolce 1978, pp. 3449,
pl. 1:W4.
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40. FIGURINE OF BULL OR CALF

Baked clay

Late Uruk period, 3350-3100 BC
Iran, Chogha Mish

6.2 X 4.9 x31cm

OIM A32491

Many of the cuneiform graphs derive from, or
where inspired by, the proto-literate visual arts.
This typical Late Uruk figurine shows special
attention to the head of the bovid, detailing the
eyes, mouth, and horns. In the proto-cuneiform
system, graphs representing various bovids and
equids were generally pictographs that only

represented the head of the animal (cf. Catalog “

No. 41). This phenomenon, known as metonymy perceived or particularly salient part, played
or pars pro toto — part for the whole — whereby an important role in the graphic origins of the
an entity is represented or named by an easily cuneiform writing system. Cw

UrRuK IV TEXTS

he earliest Mesopotamian texts, convention- Among the earliest written tablets were small,

ally dated to about 3200 BC, belong to the rectangular tablets, or tags, that could be attached
Uruk IV phase. They are simple in format, most to goods by means of a hole running lengthwise
consisting of only a few signs, and the signs are through the tag. Unlike most tablets, tags are in-
more pictographic, or representational, than later scribed on one side only. Tags may have served to
signs. record deliveries.

41. PERFORATED TAG

Baked clay

Uruk IV period, ca. 3200 BC

Irag, Uruk, outside the Eana precinct
25x2.0x1.3cm

VAT 16749

This tag contains the name of an
administrator. JM, translated
by rW

PUBLISHED

Englund and Nissen 2005, text no.
W 15658, p. 55, pl. 60.

41, obverse 41, reverse
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42. PERFORATED TAG

Baked clay

Uruk IV period, ca. 3200 BC
Iraq, Uruk

2.3x19 x13cm

VAT 16750

This text refers to grain. JM,
translated by rRw

PUBLISHED

Englund and Nissen 2005, text no.
A\ I4758, P- 53, pl 55. 42, obverse 42, reverse

43. PERFORATED TAG

Baked clay

Uruk IV period, ca. 3200 BC
Irag, Uruk

2.4 x18 x1.5cm

VAT 21307

This text records fish. JM,
translated by rw

PUBLISHED

Englund and Nissen 2005, text no.
43, obverse 43, reverse W 15662, p- 55, pl. 6o0.
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44. ARCHAIC TABLET WITH
NUMERICAL SIGNS AND
WRITING

Clay

Uruk IV period, ca. 3200 BC
Irag, Uruk, Eana District

3.7 XxX27x1l4cm

VAT 14682

This tablet is typical of early
short administrative accounts.
It is inscribed on only one side
with texts and numbers that
refer to quantities of milk.
Although the signs appear

to be drawn (also frequently
connected with the term
“pictogram”), they are actually
made by repeated impressions
of a straight reed stylus. Jm,
translated by rw

PUBLISHED

Englund and Nissen 1994, text no.

W 9123,¢, p- 74, pl. 35; Englund
1998, pp. 154755.
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44, obverse 44, reverse

45, obverse 45, reverse

45.  ARCHAIC ADMINISTRATIVE TEXT a reference to a storehouse. They are described

Clay

Uruk IV period, ca. 3200 BC
Iraq, Uruk, Eana District

5.6 X 4.3 x 21 cm

VAT 14942

The text on the obverse of this tablet is divided
into several columns and lines that record

with signs that were used only in the Uruk period.
The reverse of the tablet contains a summary

of the individual quantities enumerated on the
obverse. UM, translated by rRw

PUBLISHED

Englund and Nissen 1994, text no. W 6710,a, p. 66,
pl. 13.

various products (including possibly copper) and
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46, obverse
46.

ARCHAIC LIST OF
OCCUPATIONS

Clay

Uruk IV period, ca. 3200 BC
Iraq, Uruk, Eana District

8.7 x61x1.8cm

VAT 15003

This tablet is the oldest-known
version of a list of titles and
occupations, known as the
Standard Professions List. Such
lists, known as “lexical lists,” were
used to train scribes and also
served to organize knowledge.
This scribal exercise from the early
Uruk I'V writing stage represents
what was apparently a favorite
version of such compilations.

Its content was copied many
times in the subsequent Uruk ITI
period (about 180 fragments of

it are preserved), and it was the
model for numerous modified and
expanded forms of such lists. The
popularity of such standardized

46, reverse
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lists is indicated by the fact that they were
repeatedly copied and recopied down through
the Akkadian dynasty (twenty-third century BO),
nearly a millennium after their creation. JM,
translated by rRw

PUBLISHED

Nissen, Damerow, and Englund 1990, pp. 153—57; Englund
and Nissen 1993, text no. W 9656,h, p. 153, pl. 23;
Englund 1998, p. 104, fig. 32 (composite lexical list).

Uruk Il TEXTS

he next stage of cuneiform writing is called

Uruk III, conventionally dated to about 3100
BC. Texts from this stage are more complex in
format, representing more elaborate transactions.
Although the texts of this period are still consid-
ered archaic, the signs have begun to lose their
pictographic quality and assume more symbolic,
abstract shapes, a process that would continue

through the third millennium. Features of tablets
incised with Uruk III texts already exhibit the char-
acteristics of later cuneiform. The first column con-
tains numbers. Different numbering systems were
used for different goods, so the goods they are used
to count can be identified even if the product itself
is not explicitly named. Contents of the obverse are
noted in sums on the reverse.

47, obverse

47.  ARCHAIC WRITING EXERCISE
Clay

Uruk Il period, ca. 3100 BC

Iraq, Uruk

4.3 x51x1.9 cm

VAT 16741

The small tablet, hastily shaped by hand (perhaps
in fact a lump of clay), has two short lines of
repeated signs in a loose sequence on one side,
including a sign for “vessels” (also documented in

75

47, reverse

this form in lists of metals), as well as the signs
for “head” and “house.” Because no numbers are
included, this account can be identified as a brief
exercise from a scribal school. As such, it may be
considered a very brief lexical list. JM, translated
by rW

PUBLISHED
Nissen 1993, text no. W 13982, p. 42, pl. 82.
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48. ARCHAIC ADMINISTRATIVE
TEXT (LIST OF LIVESTOCK)

Clay

Uruk Il period, ca. 3100 BC
Purchased in Baghdad. Originally
from Ugair?

7.9 X 4.7 x 1.4 cm

VAT 5294

This tablet was acquired on the
Baghdad art market twenty-five
years before the excavations in
Uruk began in 1928, and so its
origin cannot be determined
with certainty. Texts like these
attracted attention only after
1936, when Adam Falkenstein
published the first volume of 48, obverse 48, reverse
Archaische Texte aus Uruk (Archaic

Texts from Uruk). Although

initially assigned a provenance

of Jemdet Nasr, these tablets

can now be assigned with

some degree of certainty to

Uqair (in northern Sumer, not

far from Jemdet Nasr) owing

to similarities of certain sign

combinations. This text deals

with transactions regarding

sheep and is an example of

the more complex documents

from the later Uruk III writing

stage. JM, translated by rRw

PUBLISHED
Englund 1996, p. 34, pl. 4:8.
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49. ARCHAIC ADMINISTRATIVE

TEXT (GRAIN
TRANSACTIONS)
Clay
Uruk Il period, ca. 3100 BC
Purchased. Originally from Ugair?
81x71x20cm
VAT 5302

This tablet records a large
grain transaction. The entries
on the obverse were totaled
on the reverse. The pictograph
highlighted in box 1 on the
reverse, GU7, depicting a

head in combination with a
rationing vessel (see fig. 2.18),
indicates that the quantity of
grain, SE (in box 2), represented
by the numerical graphs, was
disbursed. The graph in box 3
on the reverse — a pictograph
of the sun rising between two
mountains with eight rays

50, obverse

49, obverse 49, reverse

emanating from it — indicates that the account covers an eight year
period (see fig. 2.9). Consequently, the entries on the obverse in all
likelihood represent amounts for the individual years. cw

PUBLISHED
Englund 1996, p. 33, pl. 1:1.

50. ARCHAIC ADMINISTRATIVE
TEXT

Clay

Uruk Ill period, ca. 3100 BC
Irag, Uruk, Eana District
6.2 x3.9x16cm

VAT 15245

PUBLISHED

Englund and Nissen 1994, text no.
W 5233,a, pp. 22, 61, pl. 1.

50, reverse
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51, obverse 51, reverse

52. ARCHAIC ADMINISTRATIVE

TEXT (LIST OF RATIONS)

Clay

Uruk Ill period, ca. 3100 BC
Irag, Uruk

5.7 x 3.8 x 1.6 cm

VAT 16744

52, obverse

Features of tablets incised with Uruk III texts
already exhibit the characteristics of later
cuneiform. The first column contains numbers.
Different numbering systems were used for
different goods, so the goods they are used to
count can be identified even if the product itself
is not explicitly named. Here, too, contents of
the obverse are noted in sums on the reverse.
Catalog No. 50 has the signature of a senior
administrator. Catalog No. 51 records grain

51. ARCHAIC ADMINISTRATIVE
TEXT (GRAIN AND
PERFUME?)

Clay

Uruk Il period, ca. 3100 BC
Irag, Uruk, Eana District
6.3x4.2x1.5cm

VAT 15246

PUBLISHED

Englund and Nissen 1994, text no.
W 5233,b, p. 61, pl. 2.

52, reverse

and perfumes(?). Catalog No. 52 records grain
disbursed to, or consumed as rations by, various
groups of persons/occupations, including cooks.
The transaction formula is written separately (o>
“disbursement”). JM, translated by rw

PUBLISHED

Englund and Nissen 2005, text no. W 15897,c8, p. 66,
pl. 81.
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53. ARCHAIC ADMINISTRATIVE
TEXT (AMOUNT OF BARLEY
NEEDED FOR A GIVEN
FIELD AREA)

Clay

Uruk Il period, ca. 3100 BC

Iraq, Jemdet Nasr? (purchased in
Paris by J. H. Breasted)

5.9 x 3.4 x 1.6 cm

OIM A2515

This text describes the amount
of barley, approximately 25 X 6
=150 ) > (“bushels”), needed for
a field of 10 bur, (1 bur; = 6.5
hectares = ca. 16 acres). That

is, cultivators of the archaic
period calculated needing fifteen
“bushels” of grain to sow an
area of roughly sixteen acres.
Knowing this ratio has allowed
scholars to calculate the size of
late fourth-millennium grain
measures as ) > = 25 liters and
therefore the daily ration of
dependent laborers (represented
by the sign |71) as ca. 0.8 liters
of barley. cw (modified after
original provided by Robert K.

53, obverse 53, reverse

Obverse
=2(x10) +5(x1)=25@
=25x6)>

=25 x 180 |1
W— SE  “barley”

grain capacity and rationing system:

10 6 5 6
Englund) ® ° = - 17
N N N N\
half-year ~ monthly “weekly” daily
PUBLISHED ration ration (6 day) ration ration

Englund and Grégoire 1991, no. 10. Designation of ficlds and
See also: Englund 1998, p. 205, fig. responsible officials

81; Friberg 1997/98, p. 38; Nissen, Reverse
Damerow, and Englund 1993, p. 59,

fig. 51; Scheil 1929, p. 15 no. 2. @ !

@ =10@ (BUR,); 1 BUR, = 6.5 hectares (= ca. 16 acres)

’””” GANA, Field area” (the pictograph represents
two major canals connected by irrigation

“feeders”)
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54. ARCHAIC ADMINISTRATIVE
TEXT (TRANSFER OF
SLAVES)

Clay

Uruk Il period, ca. 3100 BC
Iraq, Larsa?

7.4 X 4.4 Xx1.5cm

NBC 5921

This text likely describes the
transfer of twelve named slaves
in two groups of six each. Note
the close correspondence in
format between this text and
OIM Az2413 (fig. 2.6), in which
two subcases without numbers
follow a case with a numerical
notation that corresponds to 54, obverse 54, reverse
the number of subcases. cw
(modified after original provided
by Robert K. Englund)

2 SAM, APIN / NIM, / ZATUG659
2 (slaves) sold’ to the cultivators, (their
names): “NIM,” and ...

PUBLISHED

Englund 1996, no. 58; Hackman
1958, no. 3. 2 MARAN / ZATU7512 EN / BU+DU_.GUL
2 (slaves) (sold’ to) “MARAN” (their

names): “...EN” and ‘BU+DU_.GUL"

See also: Friberg 1978, pp. 7-8;
Friberg 1979, pp. 17-23.

PAP MUD?
(via’) PAPMUD.

ADAB SUBUR
(via®) the pigherder of Adab.

(Subtotal:) 6 (slaves) (via®)
the pigherder of Adab.

(Total;) 12 (slaves) for
“MARAN” and “ENTE".

(Subrotal:) 6 (slaves) (via®)
PAPMUD.

8o



55. ARCHAIC ADMINISTRATIVE
TEXT (TRANSFER OF
GOATS)

Clay

Uruk Il period, ca. 3100 BC
Unknown provenance
3.8x37x28cm

YBC 7056

This text appears to describe
the transfer of twenty-five
nanny goats and five male goats
from a named official. This and
similar texts were important

in identifying word classes
such as “small cattle” (the sign
UDU = 1)) that qualifies both
sheep and goats in the archaic
records. cw (modified after
original provided by Robert K.
Englund)

PUBLISHED

Englund 1996, no. 61; Hackman
1958, no. 9.

See also: Friberg 1978, pp. 8-9;
Friberg 1979, pp. 23—24.
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55, obverse

Obverse

Reverse

5 MAS;  RAD|
KU

EN

81

55, reverse

25 nanny goats

—

—_—

5 bucks ditch-district
fish

lord

30 small cattle

2(x 10) + 5 UDs
25 nanny goats (and)

5 MASE EN KUg; RAD
5 bucks (from®) the lord of
“fish ditch-district”

3(x 10) uDU
(Total:) 30 small cattle
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56. EARLY DYNASTIC I

LEXICAL LIST
Clay
Early Dynastic Illb period,
ca. 2500 BC
Iraq, Tello?
9.3 Xx10.0 X 3.2cm
OIM Azé70

This lexical list includes
the names of various gods.

Organized by sign form and A i : =N AT
theme, this list has parallels . g B il {r'“/ F
in somewhat earlier lists from (P 5’;*,_.,,- —

the site of Fara (ca. 2600 BO). iy -~ ‘£ Cii—
Lexical lists, essentially ancient B A 7 - A ) . e
dictionaries, were the primary : /! —_— ___;'J ,
scholarly means of organizing - g — P 1 r == 4
and presenting information. — :

¥ r

This text illustrates the physical
characteristics the script had
assumed by the middle of the
third millennium. cw

56
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57

57. GUDEA VOTIVE INSCRIPTION

Clay

Ur lll period, ca. 2100 BC
Unknown provenance

10.3 x (diameter at head) 4.5 cm
OIM A1447

This inscribed cone written in Sumerian
commemorates the restoration of the god
Ningirsu’s temple, Eninnu, by Gudea, the
independent ruler of the city-state of Lagash,
who was likely a contemporary of Ur-Namma, the
founder of the Ur III state (see Catalog No. 58).
This Sumerian text illustrates the types of objects
that bore inscriptions as well as the physical
characteristics of the script at the end of the
third millennium. By this time the script recorded
most, if not all, of the elements of the spoken
language. cw

PUBLISHED
Edzard 1997, pp. 13536, no. 37.
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58. UR Il ADMINISTRATIVE TEXT (RECEIPT FOR
ONE DEAD LAMB)

Clay

Ur Ill period, ca. 2100 BC
Irag, Drehem

2.25 x 215 x1.25cm

OIM A3275

This small administrative tablet, a receipt for
one dead lamb, dates to the height of the Third
Dynasty of Ur (conventionally labeled the

Ur III period, ca. 21002000 BC), specifically,
the 46th regnal year of Shulgi, the second king
of the Ur III dynasty. Shulgi is considered the
architect of the short-lived Ur I1I empire, which
is known for its highly centralized, state-run
economy and its unparalleled documentation. An

estimated 100,000 administrative texts survive
from this brief period of Mesopotamian history,
making it perhaps the most documented era
prior to the invention of the printing press. This
particular text originates from Puzrish-Dagan
(modern Drehem), the central government’s main
redistribution center for livestock, which was

founded by Shulgi. cw

PUBLISHED
Hilgert 1998, p. 115, no. 400.
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3. ADAPTATION OF CUNEIFORM TO WRITE AKKADIAN*
ANDREA SER

r l \ he Sumerian literary text Enmerkar and the
Lord of Aratta recounts that the legendary
king Enmerkar of Uruk invented writ-

ing for the purpose of recording a very long let-
ter addressed to his rival dwelling in the distant
land of Aratta. When the Lord of Aratta received
the first missive ever inscribed on a clay tablet he
exclaimed with surprise and disbelief “It is wedg-
es!” as he saw pegs instead of words (Vanstiphout
1989). By inventing writing, Enmerkar not only
showed intellectual superiority over his contend-
er, but he also implicitly instituted cuneiform as a
Mesopotamian creation that outsiders would need
to learn and adopt. The narrative expresses the way
certain scribe(s) imagined the invention of a sys-
tem of wedge-shaped signs to convey a message in
a graphic, non-oral manner. The Lord of Aratta’s
prompt identification of those markings on a piece
of dried clay with wedges or nails (Sumerian gag)
correlates with the Akkadian words szkkatu “peg,
nail,” mibistu “stroke, cuneiform wedge” (Sumerian
gu-$um,), and santakku “triangle, wedge” (Sumerian
santak), and with the expression tikip santakki “cu-
neiform sign.” Likewise, in modern times, scholars
have dubbed the writing system “cuneiform,” simi-
larly alluding to the shape of the characters (Latin
cuneus “wedge,” plus forma “form”).

The story Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta offers
an intriguing blend of fiction and reality in a text
coming from the beginning of the second millen-
nium BC. The motif of envoys going back and forth
between Uruk and Aratta with messages involving
difficult tasks and riddles that the kings had to
solve is undoubtedly charming for a mythological
piece, but the connection between the invention of
writing and the creation of an epistolary clay tablet
to record oral communication failed scholarly scru-
tiny. Writing systems were not initially conceived to

8s

gagram,
“It is wedges!”

Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta

reproduce speech (Michalowski 1998, p. 43; Cooper
1999, p. 72), and, judging from the available evi-
dence, letters are a comparatively late development
that first appeared around 2400 BC (Cooper 2004,
p- 84). Similarly, the earliest signs used for writing,
that is, proto-cuneiform (ca. 3200 BC), did not look
like wedges, but they were rather realistic and, oc-
casionally, symbolic representations of words (Gelb
1952, p. 62). It was only after the archaic period
(Uruk IV-II1/Jemdet Nasr; see table 3.1) that cu-
neiform signs acquired an abstract appearance that
disguised any traces of their pictographic forerun-
ners. The earliest signs were pictographic in the
sense that they represented physical objects, but
they were subsequently simplified. In the final step
of this development, during the Neo-Assyrian pe-
riod (ca. 1000-600 BC), each sign has a specific
number of wedges and every wedge is important,
but in previous periods the number of wedges per
sign can vary and only the general form of the char-
acter was significant (Civil 1992).

Although an aetiological myth, Enmerkar and
the Lord of Aratta also contains information that
agrees with archaeological and philological dis-
coveries. For instance, the oldest tablets currently
available were indeed found in Enmerkar’s capital,
the city of Uruk (biblical Erech, modern Warka) in
southern Mesopotamia (see Nissen, Damerow, and
Englund 1993). A ruler by the name of Enmerkar is
mentioned in a later text, the Sumerian King List
(ca. 2100/2000 BC), as the second monarch of the
dynasty of Uruk after the Flood, succeeding his fa-
ther Mes-kiag-gaser. Most modern historians date
Enmerkar’s rule to the Early Dynastic II period
(ca. 2700 BO), that is, several hundred years after
the invention of writing (e.g., Nissen 1966); whereas
it has also been suggested that the title “Lord of
Aratta” might be attested in the colophon of an
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Uruk tablet from the archaic period (Green 1980,
p. 17). Of course references to Enmerkar and to the
title Lord of Aratta do not directly prove the iden-
tification of this name and title with the characters
of the Sumerian literary composition, but they do
place them within the framework of Mesopotamian
tradition. On a safer note, as undisputable as the
existence of archaic Uruk tablets is the adoption
of cuneiform writing by polities outside Uruk, as
implied in our myth. Indeed, after its invention by
Sumerian speakers, cuneiform script was employed
during a period of about 3,300 years (from ca. 3200
BC to ca. AD 100) to write a variety of languages
such as Sumerian, Akkadian, Eblaite, Elamite, Old
Persian, Hurrian, Hittite, Palaic, Luvian, Urartian,
and Ugaritic (e.g., Civil 1992; Michalowski 1996;
Gragg 1996) in a vast geographical area including
modern Iraq, Iran, Turkey, the Levant, and even
Egypt. Scholarly efforts to understand the way in
which cuneiform was adapted to write Akkadian
are still ongoing and they are subject to and at the
same time limited by philological and archaeologi-
cal discoveries. In the following section I discuss
some of these issues.

INTELLECTUAL AND HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND FOR THE ADOPTION OF
CUNEIFORM WRITING

The adoption of cuneiform to write Akkadian as
well as other Semitic languages is still poorly un-
derstood. This is the case in part because for such
a reconstruction scholars depend on the chance
of discovery, on the archaeological sites that have
been excavated, and on philological progress. For
several decades after the official decipherment
of cuneiform in 1857, the way in which cuneiform
was employed to write Akkadian seemed to have
been relatively transparent. During that time,
Assyriologists reconstructed the following scenar-
io: Sumerian, a linguistic isolate, was the written
language of Mesopotamia until King Sargon (ca.
2334—2279 BC) established his capital in the city of
Akkad and built an unprecedented empire. In this
newly created regime, official documents were now
mostly written in a Semitic language known today
as Old Akkadian, named after Sargon’s capital, and
for Old Akkadian (ca. 2350—2110 BC) scribes used
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the same cuneiform script as Sumerian. After the
decline and fall of the Sargonic empire, a new order
appeared under the kings of the Third Dynasty of
Ur (ca. 2100—2003 BC), and Sumerian became once
again the language of the administration. After this
so-called “Neo-Sumerian” period, Akkadian once
again became the official language, and Sumerian
was relegated to literary texts and to other genres
of the scholarly tradition. According to this theo-
ry, it was then assumed that cuneiform was origi-
nally adopted and adapted from Sumerian for Old
Akkadian. As is usually the case, however, things
turned out to be more complicated than originally
thought.

Three factors contributed significantly to the
challenging of previous explanations and to our cur-
rent understanding of the process of adaptation,
namely, the chronological placement of early tab-
lets, the identification of Semitic names in texts
written in Sumerian, and the discovery of tablets
outside Babylonia dating to the Early Dynastic pe-
riod (ca. 2500/2400 BC). It was Adam Falkenstein
(1936) who, based on the documents from southern
Mesopotamia available in the 1930s, first proposed
a chronological arrangement of those tablets which
is still considered generally valid. According to his
classification, the most ancient group consists of
tablets dating to the fourth stratigraphic level of
Uruk (Uruk IV). They are followed by texts with
similar ductus from Jemdet Nasr and Uruk III.
After a chronological hiatus follow the archaic tab-
lets from Ur, and after a second hiatus come those
from Fara (ancient Shuruppak), which are slightly
older than those from Tello (ancient Lagash). To
this sequence one can now add tablets found at Tell
Uqair, Tell Asmar, and Khafajeh (see Nissen 1998,
p. 22), as well as archaic and pre-Sargonic tablets
found at Mari (e.g., Charpin 1987 and 1998; Bonechi
and Durand 1992), and those from Kish, Adab, and
Abu Salabikh, among others.

Once tablets were properly classified, a ma-
jor turning point toward the understanding of the
adoption of cuneiform to write Semitic languages
occurred when Robert Biggs (1967) demonstrated
that Early Dynastic tablets from Abu Salabikh
contain numerous Semitic personal names. This
realization was most important because those
personal names represent the first attestation of
Semitic words written with cuneiform signs. After
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those two major achievements, two archaeological
discoveries in Syria again changed the picture: the
archives of Ebla (modern Tell Mardikh) and Nabada
(modern Tell Beydar). So impressive was the dis-
covery of Ebla, that one scholar declared it to be
the great surprise of ancient Middle Eastern his-
tory (Edzard 1994). Although excavations at Ebla
began in 1964, tablets and fragments from the third
millennium (ca. 2400—2350 BC) first appeared in
1975—1976. This discovery allowed the identification
of Eblaite as an East Semitic language which, like
Akkadian, also used cuneiform writing. The new
evidence furthered studies on the adoption of cune-
iform and on the connections between literary and

lexical traditions from Babylonia (e.g., Civil 1984;
Milano 1998; Archi 1992; Pettinato 2003). Similar
undertakings were also possible thanks to the dis-
covery of the cuneiform texts from Nabada in 1993
(Ismail et al. 1996), considered to be the first pre-
Sargonic documents (ca. 2400 BC) from the Syrian
Djezirah (see Sallaberger 1998). One important con-
clusion drawn from these studies is that Akkadian
and other Semitic languages were already written
in cuneiform before the Sargonic period and before
the adoption of a predominantly syllabic writing.
The attestation of Semitic names in Early
Dynastic tablets and the discovery of tablets from
sites in northern Babylonia and in Syria led to

TABLE 3.1. Overview of the periods mentioned in this section

Approximate Period

Dates

Political Events

Developments in the History
of Writing and Adaptation

Late Uruk /

3200 BC Uruk IV

Archaic
Uruk IIl /

Jemdet Nasr

Invention of writing

Uruk IIl: attested in Uruk, possibly Larsa, Jemdet
Nasr, Ugair, and Tell Asmar
« ca. 2800 archaic texts from Ur

After the archaic period cuneiform signs take a
completely abstract appearance

2900 BC Early Dynastic |

Kish regional center

2700 BC Early Dynastic Il

ca. 2700 first royal inscriptions appear

2600 BC

Early Dynastic

King Mebaragesi of Kish

Early Dynastic Illa (ca. 2600/2500)

« Cuneiform transformed from a record
keeping technology into a mode of linguistic
expression

- Literary texts appear

« Tablets from Shuruppak (Fara)

« Tablets from Tell Abu Salabikh: earliest tablets
written in Semitic (Personal names)

« Tablets from Nippur and Adab

2500 BC
Early Dynastic Il

King Mesalim of Kish
(Adab, Umma, and
Lagash under his
control)

« By 2500 cuneiform was adapted to write
Semitic languages in Mesopotamia and Syria.

2400 BC

Early Dynastic lllb (ca. 2400): late pre-Sargonic

- Ebla texts (texts written in Eblaite, a West
Semitic language, close linguistic relative of
Akkadian)

« Mari tablets

- Tell Beydar texts

- Tell Brak tablets

« First Sumerian letters appear
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the question whether those records were written
in Sumerian, Akkadian, or some other language.
Clues that could establish the language in which
a text was written include: provenance (because a
document from the south was more likely to be in
Sumerian, whereas a text from the north or from
Syria was more likely to be Akkadian), the presence
of Akkadian morphemes such as the preposition 7z
and certain suffixes (e.g., -$u, -ka, etc.), or the em-
ploy of logograms and syllables exclusively used in
Akkadian or Semitic texts. Miguel Civil (1984, pp.
75—76), however, has argued that this approach was
far too simplistic, especially when a text is mostly
written in logograms, or word signs. Based on a com-
parison with the adaptation of the Chinese script to
Japanese literature, Civil concluded that in the case
of ancient Mesopotamia, an Akkadian or Semitic
speaker could have handled Sumerian in four dif-
ferent ways: 1) reading Sumerian as Sumerian, 2)
reading Sumerian as Akkadian, 3) writing Sumerian
as Sumerian, and 4) writing Akkadian as Sumerian.
A few years later, Piotr Michalowski (1998, p. 45)
argued similarly when he stated that there are pre-
Sargonic texts written in Akkadian even if they
are written mainly with Sumerian characters used
as word signs or logograms. According to him, in
theory a cuneiform text could be: 1) written and
read in Sumerian, 2) written and read in Akkadian,
3) written in Sumerian and read in Akkadian, and 4)
written in Akkadian and read in Sumerian.

CUNEIFORM WRITING, SUMERIAN,
AKKADIAN, AND THE ADAPTATION OF
CUNEIFORM TO WRITE AKKADIAN

A brief description of cuneiform writing and of the
Sumerian and Akkadian languages is necessary in or-
der to discuss how cuneiform worked for Sumerian
and how it was adapted to write Akkadian.

a) Cuneiform Writing

The cuneiform writing system invented around
3200 BC underwent multiple changes throughout
the approximately 3,300 years in which it was used.
In archaic tablets, for example, signs did not nec-
essarily appear in the order they were intended
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to be read. At that stage, writing was something
of a mnemonic device in which readers were sup-
posed to supply those elements of the language
that were not written down, or were redundant.
In the later periods, cuneiform signs consist of
simple wedges or of the combination of five basic
wedges: 27— «~ A < Y.Modern sign lists (e.g.,
Labat 1995; Borger 2004) arrange individual signs
following the shape and orientation of those five
wedges in the sequence shown above. Impressions
of signs were made with a reed stylus on wet clay,
and they were also inscribed on other media such as
stone, waxed wooden boards, and metal. Although
the earliest script is essentially logographic (.e.,
a sign represents a word), certain Uruk IV-III
signs can already be employed syllabically as pho-
netic indicators (Krispijn 1991-92; Krebernik 1994;
Steinkeller 1995) for the reading of certain signs.
This phenomenon, however, was very limited. In
later periods, the phonetic use of signs for syllables
increased and an individual character could then
have three main functions: it could represent a
whole word, a determinative or classifier, or a syl-
lable. In a little more detail:

1. When a sign represents a whole word is called
a logogram. Such signs can be read in any lan-
guage, for example, ﬁ&‘: gud (Sumerian),
alpum (Akkadian) “ox.”

2. When a logogram functions as a determina-
tive or a classifier, it precedes or follows a
word: M—F{(r digir+utu — dutu (the sun
god Shamash), where the logogram digir
(“god”) indicates that the following word
is a divine name; or 5,y ¥ T Eﬁj’ﬂ(ﬁ
ka,+digir+ra+ki — Babiluki (the city of
Babylon), where ki (“land, district”) shows
that the preceding term is a geographic name.
Determinatives were graphic devices and were
not pronounced.

3. When a sign represents the sound of a syl-
lable, it is called a syllabogram or a phono-
gram. In cuneiform there are four types of syl-
lables: V (vowel only), CV (consonant+vowel,
e.g., ba), VC (vowel+consonant, e.g., #b), and
CVC (consonant+vowel+consonant, e.g.,
sar). Syllabograms can be used to write a
word phonetically, e.g., kz-al-bu-um “dog,” or
they can be used as phonetic complements
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to disambiguate the reading of a logogram.
For instance, the logogram
in Akkadian as ifum “god” (Sumerian digir),
as Anum, a divine name (an in Sumerian), or

can be read

as Samii “heaven” (also an in Sumerian). The
writing an-e (an-noun + e-phonetic comple-
ment) shows then that in this case the logo-
gram should have an Akkadian ending /e/
and thus must be szmé (i.e., sami in the form
of the genitive/accusative plural). A similar
case of disambiguation is the use of syllabic
signs to specify the grammatical ending of
a word. Thus in the Old Babylonian period,
the logogram a-sag, “field” can be written
a-Sag,-Jum, a-Sag, lim, a-$ag -lam to be read
in Akkadian eqlum, eqlim, eqlam in the nomi-
native, genitive, and accusative cases respec-
tively (Reiner 1966, p. 26). Syllabograms can
be polyphonous. For instance, the sign {(r
has many different readings, including ud, ut,
ut, tam, tu,, par, pir; lab, lih, and bis. Conversely,
several different signs can have homophonous
readings. For example, the syllable /u/ can be
<< @), Je @), (I @), or g
(u.). Note that in Assyriological translitera-
tion, signs with homophonous readings are
differentiated by subscript numbers (e.g., «,,
u,, u,) or by accents (e.g., # and @). The choice
of signs to represent a particular syllable is
not completely arbitrary but follows certain
rules which vary depending on geographic and

written:

diachronic conventions. Ambiguities can fur-
thermore be reduced by the use of classifiers
and phonetic indicators.

Occasionally a single sign can be used in all three
functions. Consider, for instance, g:f, which can
be read ge$ logographically, meaning “tree”; it can
function as a determinative preceding the names of
trees or wooden objects, and it may also represent
the syllables 7, 7s, and 7z.

b) Sumerian and Akkadian

Sumerian is a linguistic isolate because — like, for
example, Etruscan or Basque — it is not related to
any other known language. It is an agglutinative
language, in which words are inflected by stringing
identifiable morphemes one after another before or
after a given root that is in itself invariable. Thus
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for instance, in the sentence eres-e in-tud-en
“The queen bore me,” the verbal root tud is pre-
ceded by the morphemes /i/ and /n/ and followed
by the morpheme /en/ (Michalowski 1980, p. 91).
Because Sumerian roots are mostly monosyllabic
and internally unalterable, and because of the ag-
glutinative character of the language, a primarily
logographic writing system was quite suitable for
Sumerian.

Akkadian, unlike Sumerian, is related to other
languages, such as Hebrew and Arabic. It is actually
the earliest Semitic language attested and it was
employed until the first century AD. Akkadian was
the language of ancient Babylonians and Assyrians,
and it includes both the Assyrian and Babylonian
dialects (table 3.2).

Like other Semitic languages, the Akkadian
verbal root usually has three radicals that can be
modified by consonantal reduplication. It further
has an internal vowel pattern, and other additions
such as prefixes, infixes and suffixes. Another fea-
ture, which actually became crucial in the way
the Sumerian writing system was adapted to write
Akkadian, is that this language has a simple but
strict rule that does not allow clusters of more than
two consonants which, if they occur, will always be
separated by a syllable boundary. In other words,
Akkadian has no syllables that start or end with
more than one consonant. For example, the verb
astanapparakkim (root 5-p-r) “I (will) keep writing
to you,” has the syllables as=ta=nap =pa =rak = kim.
Its morphological analysis, on the other hand, is
as follows: - (1st-person common singular conju-
gational prefix), -~ (1st radical), -fana- (infix with
iterative force, i.e., it expresses a repeated, habitu-
al or continuous action), -pp- (doubled 2nd radical
that indicates present/future), -- (theme vowel that
indicates present/future), -7~ (third radical), -z4- (di-
rectional morpheme -@z with the -7 assimilated to
the following consonant, -£), and -kim (dative pro-
nominal suffix, 2nd-person feminine singular). The
morphological pattern is therefore:

a $ tana | pp a r ak | kim
prefix |radical | infix |radical|theme |radical| suffix | suffix
vowel

Thus, whereas the Sumerian verbal root was mono-
syllabic and could not be internally altered, scribes
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writing Akkadian needed an essentially phonetic
syllabic system in order to convey the semantically
important structural characteristics of the language.
The transition from logograms to syllabograms,
therefore, played an important role in the adapta-
tion of cuneiform to write Akkadian, even if a num-
ber of syllabic values of certain signs were already
available in the earliest stages of writing Sumerian,
especially for the prefixal and suffixal morphemes.
As a result, an Old Babylonian scribe, for instance,
had a number of options to write astanapparakkim
syllabically. One choice is as“ta-na-ap-pa-ra-ak-ki-im,
that is, using only signs with values CV and VC,
without including syllabograms of the CVC type.
The brief description of the two languages pre-
sented above is obviously simplified for the sake
of convenience. One cannot emphasize enough,
though, that since the third millennium — and in

TABLE 3.2. THE AKKADIAN LANGUAGE THROUGHOUT HISTORY

later periods in scribal circles at least — Sumerian
and Akkadian were in very close contact, and Civil
(1984, p. 76) is right to remind us that “languages
do not exist in a chemically pure, isolated form.”
In addition, because of the history of decipher-
ment, our understanding of Sumerian is signifi-
cantly influenced by our knowledge of Akkadian,
which led certain scholars to maintain that we read
Sumerian through an Akkadian looking glass (e.g.,
Edzard 1998, p. 35). Many gaps in our reconstruc-
tion of the process of adaptation still remain, but a
huge amount of progress has been made when one
compares the current knowledge with that of four
or five decades ago, before the time when, for in-
stance, documents from Ebla and Tell Beydar were
discovered.

Approximate . . Developments in the History
Dates R S of Languages and Dialects
Old Akkadian dialect: earliest attestation of th
2350 BC Old Akkadian King Sargon of Akkad adian diaiect: earfiest attestation of the
Akkadian language
Predominant use of Sumerian for bureaucracy,
2100 BC Ur Il Third Dynasty of Ur although small archives in the north (e.g., Ishan
Mizyad) used Akkadian as well
Old Assyrian Akkadian (letters and legal and eco-
Old Assyrian Assyrian colonies in Anatolia nomic documents from Kanesh, royal inscriptions of

rulers of Assur, a few magical texts)

2000-1500 BC

Old Babylonian

Isin/Larsa dynasties
Hammurabi dynasty

Old Babylonian Akkadian (a diverse variety of
genres preserved: e.g., letters, economic and legal
documents, royal inscriptions, scholarly texts,
omens, literary texts)

Middle Assyrian

Middle Assyrian kingdom

Middle Assyrian Akkadian is sparsely attested (letters,
legal and economic documents, royal inscriptions,
harem decrees, Middle Assyrian laws from Assur)

1500-1100 BC

Middle Babylonian

Kassite dynasty

Middle Babylonian Akkadian is sparsely attested
(letters and economic documents, a few royal
inscriptions and boundary stones or kudurrus)

Neo-Assyrian

1000-600 BC

Neo-Assyrian empire

Neo-Assyrian Akkadian (many letters, economic docu-
ments, royal inscriptions, scholarly writings, includ-
ing literary texts)

Neo-Babylonian

Neo-Babylonian empire

Neo-Babylonian Akkadian (letters, economic and legal
documents, royal inscriptions)

600 BC-

Late Babylonian
AD 100

Mesopotamia under foreign rule

Late Babylonian Akkadian (letters, economic and legal
documents, royal inscriptions)

Late second
and first
millennium

Standard Babylonian Akkadian used to write
Babylonian and Assyrian royal inscriptions and
literary texts
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c) Adaptation of Cuneiform to Write Akkadian

The two basic yet fundamental issues related to the
process of adapting cuneiform to write Akkadian
are: when and how did it happen? Both questions
are problematic because of the nature and the frag-
mentary character of the evidence, and also because
of chronological gaps. Judging from the extant evi-
dence, it is almost certain that the adaptation of
cuneiform to write Akkadian originated in northern
Babylonia. Even though it is impossible to provide
an exact date, it is now known that cuneiform was
already being adapted to write Semitic languages in
Mesopotamia and Syria by about 2500 BC (Cooper
1996, p. 37), but the process seems to have started
even before that. In the Early Dynastic I1Ia (ca.
2600 BC) tablets from Fara and from Abu Salabikh,
Semitic names were already written syllabically.
Political history, however, lets us suspect that per-
haps the beginning of the adaptation occurred still
earlier than that. This is the case because during
the Early Dynastic I period (ca. 2900 BC) the city
of Kish had become a regional center for northern
Babylonia, at times influencing also the south. This
political predominance has led scholars to hypoth-
esize that the process of adaptation must also have
already been taking place in the Kish area at this
early time (Cooper 1999, p. 64), although unfortu-
nately we do not yet have any textual information
from there proving this point.

The question pertaining to how cuneiform was
adapted is equally hypothetical and I now present
the clues that are available to understand the adap-
tation. The discovery of the potential of the syllabic
values of logograms possibly had already happened
during the Uruk IV period because there are a few
combined cuneiform signs in which one of the ele-
ments functions as a phonetic complement for the
reading of that sign (see 2. The Earliest Mesopotamian
Writing, this volume). But the syllabic potential of
signs was not fully exploited until later. The first
attestations of Semitic personal names written syl-
labically in texts from Fara and Abu Salabikh seem
to indicate that scribes had realized by then that
the sound of signs could also be used as syllabic
values of cuneiform signs. This discovery must have
given them flexibility to express linguistic subtle-
ties by means of a phonetic rendering of words.
One important thing to notice from the writing of
these personal names is that they already combine

VC, CV, and CVC signs and logograms. Consider
for example the following patterns of names from
Abu Salabikh (Biggs 1967, p. 62):

is-lul-il = VC-CVC-VC
i-fum-ma-lik = V-CVC-CV-CVC
us-mi-il = VC-CV-VC

puzur -7/ = logogram-VC
i-lum-gar, = V-CVC-logogram

The fact that personal names were the first attested
words written syllabically may have been related to
the need to identify people properly. This was per-
haps a way of preventing ambiguities that may have
created some confusion. For instance, the name
i5-lum-gar; could have been written simply digir-
gar; all in Sumerian logograms, but the scribe was
possibly making the statement that his name was
Semitic and not Sumerian. By providing one of the
elements of his name in Semitic, he was also indi-
cating that the following logogram should be read
in Semitic. This was done at the expense of writing
quite a few more wedges (in this period the sign
digir had simply four).

Yet a further step in the adaptation process is
the splitting of CVC signs into CV-VC, where the
phonetic spelling CV-VC expresses a CVC syllable.
Evidence for this important development in syllabi-
fication comes from Ebla texts. The following CVC
signs are all attested in the Uruk IV period (Green
and Nissen 1987). Examples include:

CvC - CV-VC
lum - lu-um
sana-ruglum VS uclu-um

(MEE 3* 218, T iii: 2) (MEE 3199, 99 A)

—_ v

Sum / Suma Su-um
su-sum

VS, la-ha-Su-um
(ME],E 3VI96’ 5B) (MEE 3 193: vi: 12)
nuriz-Sum»

(MEE 3 192, vi: 4)

ban = baan

ban-ga ki V8. sa-la-ba-anki
(MEE 3 231, 42 A) (MEE 3 230, 16 2)
gal - gaa
[hull-gal-gal ki vs. bul-gal-ga-al*i
(MEE 3 237,208 S) (MEE 3 237, 208 a)
mud - mu-ud

lad-mud i vs.  ad-muudki

(MEE 3 237, 210 N) (MEE 3 237, 210 a)

*MEE 3 = Pettinato 1981
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Thus, unlike the instances from the personal names
from Abu Salabikh, where the writing CV-VC is
separated by a word/morpheme boundary (e.g., the
compound name us-mi-il = usmi-wordr+i/-wordz2), in
the examples from Ebla, the sequence CV-VC rep-
resents the phonetic spelling of a CVC sign. The
phenomenon is structurally relevant for the adap-
tation of cuneiform and becomes more prominent
in the Sumerian texts of the ruler Gudea of Lagash
(ca. 2100 BC) and later.

Another fundamental piece of information to
understand the importance of syllabification and
therefore the adaptation of cuneiform originates
also from Ebla. From this site in Syria come Early
Dynastic lexical lists that go back to the Uruk pe-
riod (Pettinato 1981). Some of these lexical lists
include Sumerian words with their Semitic trans-
lations (most likely in the Eblaite language) and
others were versions written in syllabic Sumerian.
These lists are important because they “represent
the first instance of the systematic use of cuneiform
signs for the syllabic representation of both Semitic
and Sumerian” (Civil 1982, p. 22). One could spec-
ulate that the phonetic rendering of Sumerian in
Ebla was done because in Syria Sumerian was a for-
eign language that scribes had to learn in order to
adopt the writing system for which it was created.
Perhaps simultaneously or slightly later scribes also
provided the Semitic translation of Sumerian words.
It is not unlikely that scribes from Babylonian cities
had already discovered those advantages of syllabi-
fication and made use of the pedagogical potential
of syllables, because syllables allowed them to as-
sign phonological values to logograms and to con-
vey the inflexions of Semitic languages. Inflexions,
as we have seen, are best represented by the full
writing of verbal forms. The employment of syl-
labic values explains the development of syllabaries
or lists of signs and their values, which were used
mainly for scribal training. One of the earliest ex-
tant syllabaries also comes precisely from Ebla and
can be dated to around 2500 BC (Pettinato 1981, pp.
187—205; Michalowski 2008).

All this implies that by the time of Sargon of
Akkad the adaptation of cuneiform was very ad-
vanced but by no means over. The adaptation of all
the necessary syllables from the Sumerian system to
write Akkadian may have caused certain challenges
because, since Akkadian is Semitic and Sumerian
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is an isolate, each language had a different phone-
mic inventory and adjustments were necessary to
convey more accurate phonemic information. For
instance the phoneme /s/ is part of the Akkadian
inventory, but it did not exist in Sumerian. This
problem was solved by assigning new values to ex-
isting cuneiform signs by applying the rebus prin-
ciple phonetically. For example, the Sumerogram
ges$ (“wood”) means isum in Akkadian. The base of
the Akkadian noun, 75, was therefore adopted as
one of the syllabic values of the sign ges to write
the syllables s, 7z, 5. It is unknown exactly when
this happened, but it is clear that the process was
not completed by the Sargonic period because in
the Old Akkadian syllabary, for instance, voiced,
voiceless, and emphatic phonemes were not yet
distinguished (Cooper 1996, p. 46). The fact that
during the Old Akkadian period the writing system
was still in a process of adaptation makes it diffi-
cult to analyze Sargonic orthography 