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Prelude: What is writing?



Grammatogeny: the invention of writing

Mesopotamia
Mesoamerica

China

“Proto-Elamite”
Indus script



Development of cuneiform



Development of glyphs





What shall we call non-writing?
Gelb1952/63 Forerunners 

of writing
Primitive drawings, Descriptive 
representational devices, and 
Identifying-mnemonic devices

Diringer 1948–68 Embryo-
writing

Iconography and Sympathetic magic, 
Mnemonic devices, and Symbolic means 
of communication

Février 1948/59 Mnémotech-
nique et 
synthétique

Knots, Geometric signs, Images, 
Stylization, Petroglyphs, Pictorial 
narratives, and Synthetic writing

Cohen 1958 Protoécriture Non-writing and Pictographic pre-
writing

Friedrich 1966 Vorstufen Object-writing and Pictorial ideography
Jensen 1969 Object-writing and Graphic first stages; 

then Idea-writing and Pictography
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What shall we call true non-writing?
Gelb1952/63 Forerunners 

of writing
Primitive drawings, Descriptive 
representational devices, and 
Identifying-mnemonic devices

Diringer 1948–68 Embryo-
writing

Iconography and Sympathetic magic, 
Mnemonic devices, and Symbolic means 
of communication

Février 1948/59 Mnémotecn-
nique et 
synthétique

Knots, Geometric signs, Images, 
Stylization, Petroglyphs, Pictorial 
narratives, and Synthetic writing

Cohen 1958 protoécriture Non-writing and Pictographic pre-
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Jensen 1969 Object-writing and Graphic first stages; 

then Idea-writing and Pictography
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What was writing?
Février 1948/59 « L’écriture est un procédé dont on se sert actuellement pour immobiliser, 

pour fixer le langage articulé fugitive par son essence même. »

Gelb 1952/63 “A system of intercommunication by means of conventional visible marks.”

Cohen 1958 « une représentation visuelle et durable du langage, qui le rend 
transportable et conservable »

Diringer 1958 (i) Iconography, (ii) Synthetic or Ideographic, (iii) Transitional or “still 
better, … analytic”, (iv) Phonetic (“Syllabic or Alphabetic”), and (v) 
Alphabetic

Diringer 1962 “the graphic counterpart of speech, the ‘fixing’ of spoken language in a 
permanent or semi-permanent form … By means of it, language is made 
capable of transcending the ordinary conditions of time and space.”

Friedrich 1966 „Der Schrift läßt sich als ein Mittel der Mitteilungen bezeichnen, mit der 
die Menschen durch ohne weiteres verständliche oder vereinbarte Zeichen 
räumliche und zeitliche Entfernungen überbrücken wollen.“

Jensen 1969 “The essential characteristics of writing in the true sense [are] twofold, 
namely: 1. its production by the act of drawing, painting or scratching on a 
durable writing-material, and 2. the purpose of communicating (to others 
or, as an aid to the memory, to the writer himself ).”
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What was writing?: Diringer
Diringer

1958 
(implicit in 
1948)

(i) Iconography, (ii) Synthetic or Ideographic, 
(iii) Transitional or “still better, … analytic”, 
(iv) Phonetic (“Syllabic or Alphabetic”), and 
(v) Alphabetic.

Diringer
1962

Literally and closely defined, writing is the 
graphic counterpart of speech, the ‘fixing’ 
of spoken language in a permanent or semi-
permanent form, or, in the words of a 
French scholar, ‘une représentation visuelle 
et durable du langage, qui le rend 
transportable et conservable.’ By means of 
it, language is made capable of transcending 
the ordinary conditions of time and space.
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Writing. A system of intercommunication by means of conventional visible marks. See 
also Forerunners of Writing or Semasiography and Phonography.

Forerunners of Writing. Various devices, grouped together under Semasiography, to 
achieve intercommunication by means of visible marks, expressing meaning but not 
necessarily linguistic elements. Opposite of Phonography.

Semasiography. Forerunners of Writing, including the Identifying-Mnemonic and 
Descriptive-Representational devices, to achieve intercommunication by means of 
visible marks expressing meaning, but not necessarily linguistic elements. Opposite 
of Phonography.

Phonography. A full Writing, that is a system of signs expressing linguistic elements by 
means of visible marks. Opposite of Semasiography.

Identifying-Mnemonic Device. A semasiographic device to convey communication by 
means of pictures or visible marks, which help to identify or to record certain 
persons or objects. For example, the drawing of a panther on a shield may convey 
some general meaning as ‘this shield belongs to the person who killed the panther’.

Descriptive-Representational Device. A semasiographic device to convey 
communication by means of pictures drawn and grouped in accordance with 
conventions of figurative art.
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What is writing?
Sampson 
1985/2015

“script, writing-system, or orthography … refer to a given set of written marks 
together with a particular set of conventions for their use [/for using them].” AND To 
“write” might be defined, at a first approximation, as: to communicate relatively 
specific ideas by means of permanent, visible marks.”

Daniels 1988– “A system of more or less permanent marks used to represent an utterance in such 
a way that it can be recovered more or less exactly without the intervention of the 
utterer.“

DeFrancis 1989 “Full writing is a system of graphic symbols that can be used to cnvey any and all 
thought.”

Coulmas 1989 “1 it consists of artificial graphical marks on a durable surface; 2 its purpose is to 
communicate something; 3 this purpose is achieved by virtue of the marks’ 
conventional relation to language.”

Coulmas 1996 “a system of recording language by means of visible or tactile marks which relate in a 
systematic way to units of speech, for example alphabetic vs logographic writing”

Coulmas 2003 “a system of recording language by means of visible or tactile marks”
Coulmas 2013 “The term writing system … refers to an abstract type of graphic system. There are 

only a few such systems, distinguished by their basic operational units: word writing 
systems, syllabic writing systems, and phonetic writing systems. A secondary meaning 
of the term refers to the specitic rules according to which the units of the system 
are interpreted in a given language. In the latter sense there are hence many writing 
systems, in the former only very few.”

Rogers 2005 “the use of graphic marks to represent specific linguistic utterances.”
Sproat 2010 “Writing is a symbol system that represents language.”
Meletis 2020 “Writing represents language by graphic means.”



Sampson 1985, 32 =2015, 24



Marcus 1976, 38–39
A DEFINITION OF WRITING
Because I do not feel that petroglyphs, iconographic motifs, and heraldic symbols 
qualify as writing, I will begin with a definition of early writing in general and proceed 
to a discussion of early Mesoamerican texts in particular.
1.Writing is recognizable by its format; even when we are unable to read or 

interpret certain examples of writing, we are able to infer that a certain text is 
writing by its organization.

2.More than 90 percent of all early writing has a linear format, either in rows (as 
in the case of Mesopotamia and Egypt) or columns (as in the case of China and 
the Maya region).

3. This linear format implies the order of reading, either:
a. left to right, or right to left;
b. top Io bottom, or bottom to top.

4.There is some degree of relationship to the spoken language.
5.There is a limited set of conventionalized signs that combine according to 

specific rules, i.e. “grammar.”



Marcus 2006, 16
In order to distinguish Mesoamerican writing from 
its iconographic precursors, we can list four 
requirements:
1. There must be at least three glyphs, arranged in a 

row or column.
2. The arrangement must determine reading order.
3. The set of glyphs must show a correspondence 

to the spoken language.
4. As a consequence, the arrangement must follow 

grammatical rules.



Middle Formative Period Iconography & Writing

Humboldt Celt

U.Penn. CeltOxtotitlán Cave Chalcatzingo Vase Cantón Corralito

Tlatenco Celt

Tlatilco Seal

Tlapacoya

San Andrés SealLa Venta,

Mon. 13, La Venta

Tres Zapotes

Ahuelicán 
Plaque

Mon. 30, San 
Lorenzo,

Courtesy of M
ichael Carrasco



Mesoamerican Scripts

ISTHMIAN

MAYA

IZAPA–SOUTH COAST

TEOTIHUACÁN

MIXTEC ZAPOTEC

OLMEC

Tuxtla Stat.

S.J. Mogote Mon. 3 M.Albán St. 12-13Codex Nuttal 

M. Tributos

Lápida T. Mayor

Teotihuacán, Tepantitla

Madrid Codex

San Andrés Roller 
Stamp

Copán Altar QKaminaljuyú St. 10T. Abaj St. 5

Izapa Mon. 64

C. De C. sherd Tikal,St. 31

S. B. mural
AZTEC

Cascajal Block Courtesy of M
ichael Carrasco



OLMEC

ZAPOTEC

CACAXTLA
XOCHICALCO
EL TAJÍN
CHICHÉN ITZÁ
TULA

S. COAST

MAYA

MIXTEC
AZTEC
OTOMIAN
ZAPOTEC
TLAHUIC

PRECLASSIC
(1200 BC-200 AD)

CLASSIC
(200-900 AD)

ÑUIÑE

GULF COAST
ISTHMIAN

POSTCLASSIC/COLONIAL
(900-1521 / -1700)

COTZUMALHUAPA

Mesoamerican Writing Systems

TEOTIHUACÁN

After A. Lacadena

Courtesy of M
ichael Carrasco



4th–3rd millennium Southern Mesopotamia





Chronology of Mesoamerican
pre-literacy and literacy

Dates Language (language family)

Olmec (1250)–300 BCE (La Venta) (Mixe-Zoque??)

Zapotec 500 BCE – 900 CE Zapotec (Oto-Manguean)

Teotihuacan 100 BCE – 550 CE several? esp. Nahuatl??

Epi-Olmec/Isthmian 142 CE, 156 CE (La Mojarra) (Mixe-Zoque?)

Maya before 292 – after 909 CE Ch’olan (Mayan)

Mixtec 1000–1600 CE Mixtec (Oto-Manguean)

Aztec colonial? Nahuatl (Uto-Aztecan)

Marcus 1992, 2020; Taube 2000; M. Jensen 1992; Whittaker 1992, 2021



I. Mesopotamia



Gelb 1952



6th–5th millennium stamp seal

Ubaid Period, N Syria or SE Anatolia – Metropolitan Museum



“Tokens” from the ancient Near East

Schmand-Besserat’s interpretations

Zimansky’s review (J Field Archaeology, 1993)



Bulla with the tokens it contained

Accountancy device



Bulla with the tokens it 
contained

(Louvre display)

Accountancy device

Impressions of cylinder seals used on bullae (Ross 2014)



Impressions of cylinder 
seals used on clay door 
sealings (Ross 2014)

Cylinder seals 
before writing



Forerunners of cuneiform

Englund 2004 Numerical tablets Ross 2014



Different numerals for different commodities

Englund
1998



Scale and technique of cylinder seals

Ca. 2200 BCE – Morgan Library



Sealed numerical tablet

Englund 2004



Forerunners of cuneiform

“Numero-ideogaphic” tablets (Englund 2004)



Symbols not neatly arranged

Uruk III – Nissen 1989



Arno Poebel’s
ubiquitous chart 
of cuneiform 
development

Here, in Gelb 1952’s
version





Nissen 1989

List of trees; list of wooden objects



“Standard Professions List”

Nissen 1989



VAT 12547: Tablet in the Vorderasiatisches
Museum, Berlin; from Shuruppak (modern 

Fara, Iraq)

Copy of  VAT 12547 by Manfred Krebernik; Inset: 
another piece of the same tablet, in the Istanbul Museum, 
copy by Raymond Jestin

The beginning of prose?



Civil 2013
“It is a well-known and generally accepted fact that 
the Early Dynastic tablets … frequently omit bound 
morphemes (morphograms) such as verbal affixes 
and anaphoric pronouns, and very predictable words 
in a style that in pre-internet days used to be called 
“telegraphic,” but they nevertheless normally include 
explicit predicates, no matter how abbreviated. [I] 
postulate the existence of a simpler, more archaic 
stage in the evolution of the cuneiform writing 
system. When the scribes attempted for the first 
time to write down narrative texts, they simply 
enunciated the participants of the narrated event, 
leaving out the representation of predicates and of 
the anaphoric pronouns that tie together various 
textual elements and give continuity to a narrative.”



Civil 2013 (lines 71–78)
EN×ME.ÉŠ Enmerkar

[ME].ÉŠ.EN.ZI Enmerkar-zi

DAM.URU×IŠ town-knowing-wife

TAR.AL brickwork

TAR.ÉŠ.AL brick pavement

GI4.GÚ.ŠÀ the river bed back to banks

E irrigation ditches

ŠE.SAR.ZU+ZU.SAR.E all the irrigation ditches



“It is fairly certain that the principle of logographic writing was invented by 
the non-Sumerian predecessors of those Mesopotamians who wrote the 
earliest intelligible records on clay in Sumerian.” (Oppenheim 1964)

Which language?

(Steinkeller 1995)



dumu engar níg na- ra (ca. 2500 BCE)
son farmer thing do.not beat [Early Dynastic]

dumu engar -ra -ra níg nam- mu- ra-ra -an (ca. 1800 BCE)
son farmer -of -to thing do.not (prefix) beat.(repeat) -you [Old Babylonian]

‘Do not beat a farmer’s son’

Instructions of Shuruppak

Cooper 1996



Interlude: Semantography







“Blissymbolics” in modern writing-systems books

Sampson 2015, 23



Articles in semantography

Bliss p. 447



“Blissymbolics” in modern writing-systems books

Rogers 2005, 267Sampson 2015, 23







II. Mesoamerica
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Gelb’s infamous boo-boo
In whatever light we understand the statement of the Spanish 
bishop Diego de Landa in his book published in the middle of the 
sixteenth century, that a Mayan alphabet of twenty-seven signs was 
used in Yucatan in his time, one thing is clear: nobody has ever 
succeeded in deciphering the Maya inscriptions on the basis of de 
Landa’s alphabet. (Gelb 1952, 54)
The best proof that the Maya writing is not a phonetic system 
results from the plain fact that it is still undeciphered. This 
conclusion is inescapable if we remember the most important 
principle in the theory of decipherment: A phonetic writing can and 
ultimately must be deciphered if the underlying language is known.
Since the languages of the Mayas are still used to-day, and therefore 
well known, our inability to understand the Maya system means 
that it does not represent phonetic writing. (Gelb 1952, 56)



Gelb’s infamous boo-boo
As far as I can judge the situation, 
this is true of the more serious 
attempts made in recent years by 
the American linguist Benjamin L. 
Whorf and the Russian ethnologist 
Yuriy V. Knorozov. Whorf’s work 
was criticized by J. Eric S. 
Thompson, but favorably received 
by Archibald A. Hill. Knorozov’s
work was favorably received by Tor 
Ulving but criticized by T. S. Barthel
and by J. Eric S. Thompson. (Gelb 
1963, 276f. n. 39)



Dresden Codex



Dresden Codex



Copán Altar Q



Copán Altar Q

ScheleFash 1991 or 2004Catherwood 1841
On 5 Kaban 15 Sip, the lineage founder, Lord Kuk, grasped the K'awil scepter. On 8 Ahaw 18 Sip, he 
arrived, the lineage founder, Yax Kuk Mo. It was 12 Kin 7 Winal and then it happened there, on 5 Kan
7 Muwan, he arrived, ... the Western Kawil Serpent Lord, Elite ... arrived at Copan; on the 17th Katun 6 
Ahaw, 13 K'ayab, he was exalted, on the stone mountain, Yax Kuk Mo. This was commissioned by Yax
Pas, Lord White Flint, on 4 Winal 3 Kin, and then it happened there, on 5 K'an 13 Wo, he obtained the 
stone mountain (Anonymous web page “I Love Maya Glyphs,” 2018)



Copán Altar Q

D. Stuart 1992

5 Kaban, 15 Sip

u-kan k'awil, Ch'ok te'na

ajaw k'uk-il, 8 ajaw

18 Sip, ta-l(i)

Ch'ok te'na, Yax K'uk Mo.

12 Kin 7 Winal, ha-i/u-ti (?)

(Anonymous web page
“I Love Maya Glyphs,” 2018)



Maya calendar glyphs



b’alam ‘jaguar’ usı̄j ‘vulture’

B’ALAM
(logogram)

b’a
B’ALAM
ma

b’a-la-ma
(syllabograms)

Johnson 2013

Day & Stuart 2017



Chinese characters for lone consonants in Korean
H

andel 2021, 86



Mayan orthography

Danny Law and David Stuart, “Classic Mayan: An Overview of Language in Ancient Hieroglyphic Script,” 
in The Mayan Languages, edited by Judith Aissen, Nora C., England, and Roberto Zavala Maldonado, 128–
72. Routledge Language Family Series. Abingdon, Oxon.: Routledge, 2017, @ p. 134.



Chronology of Mesoamerican
pre-literacy and literacy

Dates Language (language family)

Olmec (1250)–300 BCE (La Venta) (Mixe-Zoque??)
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Maya before 292 – after 909 CE Ch’olan (Mayan)

Mixtec 1000–1600 CE Mixtec (Oto-Manguean)

Aztec colonial? Nahuatl (Uto-Aztecan)

Marcus 1992, 2020; Taube 2000; M. Jensen 1992; Whittaker 1992, 2021
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Olmec(?) inscriptions

Carrasco & Engelhart 2015, 639



Zapotec inscription

Lintel at Monte Alban



Isthmian inscription

La Mojarra
dated 156 CE

Anderson 1993



Mayan inscription and codex

Dresden Codex

“Tablet of the Cross” at Palenque



Mixtec inscription and codex

Codex Zouche-Nuttall

dated 1555 CE



Mesoamerican numerals

Codex Mendoza f. 60r

Translation from Berdan
and Anawalt 1997, 125



Aztec inscription and codex

Calendar stone

Codex Mendoza f. 10r



Zapotec captive with day name 1 Eye

Courtesy of Joyce M
arcus

San José Mogote, Valley of Oaxaca, 600–500 BCE



Zapotec grammar

Marcus 2020, 44, 57 (Late Classic, 600–900 CE)



Aztec calendar stone, Maya cycles



Calendar glyph comparison (days)

Marcus 2020, 30
Mayan (random internet page)



Mixtec rebus for the place name Chiyucanu
Courtesy of Joyce M

arcus

Codex Bodley 15. “The Mixtec place name Chiyucanu meant ‘large platform.’ 
Since the word ‘large’ was difficult to depict, the Mixtec used a homonym 
for canu, which also meant ‘bend’ or ‘break’. Thus, Chiyucanu was depicted in 
painted books as a platform being bent by a small man.” (Marcus 2006, 24)



Aztec place names with -tlan ‘by’ < TLAN ‘teeth’
Whittaker p. 67

C. Mendoza 46r
OXI-tlan

‘By the Unguent’

C. Mendoza 47r
HUITZ-tlan

‘By the Thorns’

Whittaker p. 101

C. Mendoza 39r
AHUACA-tlan2

‘By the Avocados’

C. Mendoza 40r
CUAUHTECOMA-tlan2

‘By the Wooden Goblets’

C. Mendoza 20v, 5v, 46r
NEX-titlan CUAUH-titlanOTLA-titlan
‘Among the Ashes’ ‘… Trees’ ‘…  Bamboo’

W
hittaker p. 102



Aztec place-name labels

C. Mendoza 13r
Cozcacuauhtenanco
‘At the Walls of the King Vulture’ C. Mendoza 13r

Coyocac
‘By the Waterhole’

C. Mendoza 42r
Teopantlan
‘By the Temple’

W
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er
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W
hittaker p. 100



Olmec inscription

Cascajal block (ca. 900 BCE?)



The throne / reed mat motif through the area

Cascajal block (ca. 900 BCE?)

Zapotec

Aztec Mixtec

Mayan
Dresden C.; Palenque

all from Carrasco & Engelhardt 2015



Coda



What was writing?
Février 1948/59 « L’écriture est un procédé dont on se sert actuellement pour immobiliser, 

pour fixer le langage articulé fugitive par son essence même. »
Gelb 1952/63 “A system of intercommunication by means of conventional visible marks.”
Cohen 1958 « une représentation visuelle et durable du langage, qui le rend 

transportable et conservable »
Diringer 1958 (i) Iconography, (ii) Synthetic or Ideographic, (iii) Transitional or “still better, 

… analytic”, (iv) Phonetic (“Syllabic or Alphabetic”), and (v) Alphabetic
Diringer 1962 “the graphic counterpart of speech, the ‘fixing’ of spoken language in a 

permanent or semi-permanent form … By means of it, language is made 
capable of transcending the ordinary conditions of time and space.”

Friedrich 1966 „Der Schrift läßt sich als ein Mittel der Mitteilungen bezeichnen, mit der die 
Menschen durch ohne weiteres verständliche oder vereinbarte Zeichen 
räumliche und zeitliche Entfernungen überbrücken wollen.“

Jensen 1969 “The essential characteristics of writing in the true sense [are] twofold, 
namely: 1. its production by the act of drawing, painting or scratching on a 
durable writing-material, and 2. the purpose of communicating (to others or, 
as an aid to the memory, to the writer himself ).”

Sampson 
1985/2015

“script, writing-system, or orthography … refer to a given set of written 
marks together with a particular set of conventions for their use [/for using 
them].” AND To “write” might be defined, at a first approximation, as: to 
communicate relatively specific ideas by means of permanent, visible marks.”



What is writing?
Daniels 1988– “A system of more or less permanent marks used to represent an utterance in such 

a way that it can be recovered more or less exactly without the intervention of the 
utterer.“

DeFrancis 1989 “Full writing is a system of graphic symbols that can be used to cnvey any and all 
thought.”

Coulmas 1989 “1 it consists of artificial graphical marks on a durable surface; 2 its purpose is to 
communicate something; 3 this purpose is achieved by virtue of the marks’ 
conventional relation to language.”

Coulmas 1996 “a system of recording language by means of visible or tactile marks which relate in a 
systematic way to units of speech, for example alphabetic vs logographic writing”

Coulmas 2003 “a system of recording language by means of visible or tactile marks”
Coulmas 2013 “The term writing system … refers to an abstract type of graphic system. There are 

only a few such systems, distinguished by their basic operational units: word writing 
systems, syllabic writing systems, and phonetic writing systems. A secondary meaning 
of the term refers to the specitic rules according to which the units of the system 
are interpreted in a given language. In the latter sense there are hence many writing 
systems, in the former only very few.”

Rogers 2005 “the use of graphic marks to represent specific linguistic utterances.”
Sproat 2010 “Writing is a symbol system that represents language.”
Meletis 2020 “Writing represents language by graphic means.”



Important distinctions
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vulture

Chiyucanu

ba-la-ma

ideogram

logogram

rebus (pun)

phoneticism

logography – syllabary – abjad – alphabet – abugida




