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You have an idea. How can you share it
with your friends? You tell them, using
whatever language you speak. But what if your
friends are far away? Or perhaps you want to
remember your idea later. Then, you write it
down!

Thousands of years ago, people like you
wanted to send messages and record information.
First, they drew simple pictures called
pictograms. A scribe might draw three cows to
show how much tax a man paid. But if he wanted
to show that the man still owed more, he had to
create a symbol meaning “owe.” So pictograms
developed into logograms, symbols that each
represented a word. These symbols were then
simplified to be written more quickly and easily.
To simplify the process further, people had
another idea. They took a symbol or small picture
and used it to stand for its beginning sound. Thus,
a simplified symbol for lion might represent the
sound of “L.”

Using this manner of thinking, the Semitic
people of the eastern Mediterranean invented a
writing system in which each symbol stood for

the sound of a consonant. Phoenician traders

carried this early alphabet of consonants with

them around the Mediterranean Sea. As a result,
other peoples began adapting it to their own

languages.
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Below are examples of languages that do not TEIEHET-ERFERTEFE
use the Roman alphabet. The phrases are the &5, JIEHJLMIEES X FHE "RiF"
equivalent of “How are you?” in each language. =R,

Logographic Script

Chinese
WiE Prif
Logographic/Syllabic Combination
Japanese

i BIEATIH»
Syllabic Scripts s

Cherokee
NETEE (NTBEBRALEZEBRAN—3) VI
Amharic (Ethiopia)

FIIBRAAIIE CREMLILIE) W8P W

Alphabetic, written left to right -5 & M- 3-8 3=
Greek

HREE Tt kavete

Russian

#iE Kak BbI 110)XHBaeT
Korean

MEHE Qg 3kAl 8
Burmese

s cé G(T)Qé: Qe
Hindi (India)

EDMIE (EEE) T E

Alphabetic, written right to left . HEZEEEE

Urdu (Pakistan)
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3400-3000 B.C.

Sumerian cuneiform
picture-writing develops
Egyptian hieroglyphs
(symbols for pictures and symbols)
A AR 3400 F £ AW 3000 F
REBREXF

B XFRR
REKEXF (FSREAEAFH)

1200-1000 B.C.
Olmec pictographic script
AR 1200 F £ AT 1000 5
BRERANREXF

1300 B
Chinese pictographic script
AT 1390 F
PEORHXF

1700B.C. 1200B.C.
emitic alphabet (consonants) Phoenician
(might have developed from alphabet
Egyptian) (consonants)
AAR 1700 F AW 1200 5
REERNFE HERBNFE
(T ()
(TRERBRRXFRRMK)

500 B.C. rah
Zapotec 3
pictographic script g =
AAW 500 F
FEREREXF

700 B.C.
Egyptian demotid
AR 700 F

KREBHRXF.

70¢B.C.
oman piphabet
(cused for gandk Jounds, later
AR 700 F
FOrg FRgfkE
E| ERRRKHE)

850B.C.
Greek alphabe

(consonants and vawels)

= _iA
=

AR 850
FRFE (WENLE)

750 B.C.
Etruscan alphabet
AR 750 F
FREETFE



Africa. The Cyrillic alphabet
traveled first with Eastern
Orthodox Christianity and then
with the political influence of the
Soviet Union.

Christian
missionaries also carried the
Roman alphabet to

Today, a wide variety of writing
systems are used, ranging from the
Chinese logographic system with a
symbol for each word, to the
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600s
Khmer alphabet
AATER
BiIRFS
600s
Devanagari 1446
(Sanskrit-India) alphabet Korean Hangul alphabet
AT S 1446 5
250 B.C RXFE (BENR 1200s REXFE
Srahmi (Prakrit oflndla) BEFR) 800s Mongolian 1600s
Japanese hiragana hPags pa script Vi etnamese alphabet
ipt &?\hu 51'“”7512’ syllabic script \ 7% 13 44
51t 7 9 4 i . ﬂﬁh?@
. D. 100-800 = 520 o
¥ 450-30D B Mayan pictographic scrlpt = 1:.11?;% graphic 1821
Square hebrew ; R E 800s t Cherokee syllabic script
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400s 800 |
Roman alphabet  Alcuin of York standardizes |
arrlves in Ireland Roman alphabet for 1808
Just | (haﬂemagne English alphabet
g U:.}Q{%@j reaches modern
PR BT - ﬂd E%ﬁi@i form A
AENEFLFE
600s %m}liﬁ&ﬁ
Roman alphabet arrives in England MAER
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PSS HAE, AAB—: M “o” 2
—MFS, BN KE: £ “one”, “t0”,
j-lnwcver,eachwxiting system enables speakers  “ton”, “tone” & FHAME , EIMEXEE,
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Writing was invented in Uruk, a Sumerian 2R TN TR 34004E , 4% LR 2
city-state on the banks of the Euphrates WA RN AR —— Uruk, 308
River, around 3400 B.C., but this was not the first MR R & T CF B R aE R E
attempt to record information. Cylinder seals had WHARNIIREL, BRINAEES, H
long been used to identify officials who witnessed BT 2 R S BE R, B BT
a transaction. Small tokens were used to count  p \kriosRiDEY K, BARHE BET X,

objects as they changed hands. No one knows T NS (X —ID R S AR AR AT
specifically who invented writing, but the idea Tk

caught on very quickly.




The earliest writing in the area between the
Tigris and Euphrates rivers, often referred to as
Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq and part of Iran),
used some signs that were pictures and some that
were abstract. These were drawn on clay tablets
with a reed whose end had been carved to a fine
point. Most of these early economic texts contained
only a few signs and numbers. They were probably
written in the Sumerian language.

When discussing Mesopotamia, a distinction
must be made between its language and its script.
Language refers to the vocabulary and grammar
used to communicate ideas, while script is the
collection of symbols used to represent a spoken
language in written form. So, while script and
language are often studied together, they are not
the same. The script of Mesopotamia is called
cuneiform; the languages were Sumerian and
Akkadian.

On tablets that date to about 3100 B.C., scholars
can begin to read words. In time, there were
changes in both the technique and the appearance

of writing. The reed stylus lost its point and gained

RS B3R A1 21y LR ] i 3R 2 ] 3t X
1 H R 4R KRR A B KT BN BAE 49 B se Al
FRRARTR X, R L S B B B B Sk
RERMFS. —LREE, &FLEMRAF
To XLFFSRE MR — IR ETER AL
B, XA X TRTRICR R #8
RREFSHET, XEFSHEFIRER
NIEARIES

KTRRABKRIE, BMNBLAGFHEES
MXFRAIF, EERIE LR REE
BRI AR s T SCF N RIS A RS %
&, BRAENXFEN, Bit, —BHRES
IR, X MREH A RRA
BRI SCFAR BRI 7 s TR HIE S
HINEE AP R151E

FEZTUHT 3100 Ry A B E AR b, FE
A FFah e as et BT Ay SCF . ARRY ST,
TR BERAERBERAMATLE.
FOREHEE—ImBRR, 5k, FHEEHN I
BAR, MAARMAT . BELFHSBARR
EAER BT, MRIEAEREN—AETE
Pt b XA, 5k 52 & R RRIE # 3CF
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an angular tip. Signs were no longer drawn on clay, but
were made by pressing the edge of the stylus into the
clay. In this way, the distinctive wedge-shaped cuneiform
signs were created.

The cuneiform script used in Mesopotamia contains
almost 600 signs. These signs were used to represent
both words and syllables and could be used to mark
objects as belonging to a specific class.

This script has an extremely long history throughout
which the principles of writing that were present since
its invention remained constant. Well-established by the
end of the fourth millennium B.C., it remained in use
for more than 3,000 years. The last dated text is from A.
D. 75, and some scholars believe that cuneiform sources
were still read, although not produced, as late as the third
century A.D. In addition to Sumerian and Akkadian, this
writing was used for Elamite, Hittite, Hurrian, and
Urartian.

ERFBKRENE AL T IRAD
6004445 . X LLFFBBER R T XAER
HY, ENEATRARERET 1
FIRET R

A SCFAEH LKA R, A
BLE AR K I 4R, 55 HLU A AN I3
% & . B A TR AN T4E AN Ik, 31X
XFELKB T BEANE A £,
BEXFEEERAT=TRE, 29K
BB e — R AEE XFILRN LES
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Egyptian Hieroglyphs

BRI LT

The ancient Egyptian language was written in

a picture script, called hieroglyphs. It was in the
form of objects—animals, plants, and household
items—that the ancient Egyptians saw around them
every day. Hieroglyphs were known as early as 3100
B.C., and the last inscription dates to A.D. 394. Soon
after 394, the knowledge of how to read hieroglyphs
was lost.

In the following centuries, people tried to decipher
the script in order to understand more about ancient
Egypt. Some of the earliest scholars tried to read the
signs strictly according to the shape of the hieroglyph,
while others believed that the signs were entirely
symbolic. These early attempts failed because scholars
did not understand thdt most of the signs were used
for their phonetic (sound) values, not for what they
represented. For example, the owl ( Ei\\\ ) is simply
the sign for the sound “m,” and a foot and leg ( _]] ) is

“b.” Words were written by combining the signs that

represent the sounds that make up each word,

FEXFUMNEZEARALE, W MMNEELSR
5, UNEERS LUMEES, BEXFEHE
—IFNTE. AEFHTSKRTINRFEERE
(KREY/ATTHI 2400 5F ) M BFHILE, XEFSR
NEZEEREREM.

by Emily Teeter
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HHEBERER XK. HTRHNILEE
HAFEH S BAE, BT AMBAIER A fE
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regardless of what the signs looked like. An example in English
would be to combine .~ + ﬁ*’ , which we would pronounce
“I saw,” although the pictures have no relationship to the
meaning of the words.

A major step in deciphering hieroglyphs was the discovery
in 1799 of a slab of granite at Rosetta on the north coast of
Egypt. The stone was covered with three types of writing. One
was Greek, which could be translated. Above the Greek was
demotic, another script that was used to write the ancient
Egyptian language. Above the demotic were hieroglyphs.
Scholars did not immediately start studying the hieroglyphs
because they still thought that they were symbolic rather than
a real phonetic language.

The key was the frequently repeated name of the king.
Scholars identified the Greek royal name Ptolemaios in the
demotic text. Then, in 1816, an Englishman named Thomas
Young compared that name to a word written in hieroglyphs
within an oval called a cartouche, which we now know
surrounds royal names. He concluded that the name Ptolemaios
as written in Greek ( rroAEMAIO: ) Was the same as the
hieroglyphic writing EQ %Mﬂ . However, Young never
progressed further in the decipherment. Although he correctly
concluded that the royal name was written alphabetically, he
assumed that the other hieroglyphs were symbolic.

The man credited with the final decipherment is the French
linguist Jean-Frangois Champollion, who had access to
additional bilingual inscriptions. Again working with names,
he matched the signs in “Ptolemy” on the Rosetta Stone to the
name /sof£|0f) e=><=T) that he found on another
monument. He was able to read:

?+l+e+o+p+a+t/d+?+a
He guessed correctly that the second name was Cleopatra. In
1822, he presented his thesis that hieroglyphs were a
combination of phonetic signs and nonphonetic signs, and that
the script was related to Coptic. Today, Egyptologists can read
almost any hieroglyphic text. The only problem lies with
words whose meaning is no more precise than, for example,

“a variety of flower.” There may be no specifics to identify

1, AR ERREA BRI
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