Monographic Journals of the Near East
General Editor: Giorgio Buccellati

Syro~Mesopotamian Studies

Editor: Marilyn Kelly-Buccellati, Los Angeles
Associate Editor: Olivier Rouault, Paris
Assistant Editor: William Shelby, Los Angeles

Adyvisory Board:

Jean Bottéro, Paris
Ignace J. Gelb, Chicago
Giorgio Gullini, Turin

Thorkild Jacobsen, Harvard
Maurits Van Loon, Amsterdam

Volume 1
Issue 2
July 1977

An Archaic Recording System
and the Origin of Writing

by
Denise Schmandt-Besserat

®

Undena Publications Malibu 1977



Syro-Mesopotamian Studies

A journal devoted to the study of the civilizations of ancient Iraq and Syria from late prehistory to the
first millennium B.C.—providing an outlet for the publication of primary sources and a forum for the
archaeological, historical and linguistic analysis of pertinent phenomena.

Editor: Marilyn Kelly-Buccellati, Los Angeles
Associate Editor:  Olivier Rouault, Paris
Assistant Editor: = William Shelby, Los Angeles
Advisory Board: -~ Jean Bottéro, Paris

Ignace J. Gelb, Chicago

Giorgio Gullini, Torino

Thorkild Jacobsen, Harvard

Maurits Van Loon, Amsterdam

MONOGRAPHIC JOURNALS OF THE NEAR EAST

MJINE is a system of journals on the Near East, with each journal devoted to a specialized study area, and each
issue consisting normally of a single article. Current journals in the system are Afroasiatic Linguistics, Assur,
Computer Aided Research in Ancient Near Eastern Studies and Syro-Mesopotamian Studies.

General Subscription. — For a prepayment of $15.00 the subscriber selects random issues from within the entire
systeni as desired, up to a total of 200 pages. The subscriber is also entitled to (1) periodical lists of abstracts
from all journals in the system, and (2) reservation to any journal within-the system. whereby issues of a given
journal are sent on approval immediately upon publication (and may be returned within two weeks).

Library Subscription. — A prepayment of $15.00 for each journal in the system secures all issues of a single
volume as soon as they are published. This subscription schedule does not allow- the selection of random issues.

Library subscriptions are available to both institutions and individual scholars.

Individual issues are numbered sequentially within each volume. Each issue has its own pagination. A volume is
closed when a total of about 200 pages is reached.

A title page and a table of contents listing all issues within each volume are sent to all subscribers at the close
of a volume.

Periodicity in-the order of appearance of issues is not predetermined. A volume, however, is generally completed
within one year.

Institutional and Professional discount of 20% on single subscriptions entered within six months of the
beginning of any given volume (higher on larger orders). Payment must accompany orders from individuals.
A handling fee of 80¢ will be charged to Libraries if order is not prepaid.

Order from: UNDENA PUBLICATIONS, P.O. Box 97, Malibu, California 90265, U.S.A.

Second Printing: January 1979
© 1978 by Undena Publications

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any

means, electronic or mechanical, including photo-copy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval
system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

ISBN: - 0-89003-050-2



Monographic Journals of the Near East Syro-Mesopotamian Studies 1/2 (July 1977)

AN ARCHAIC RECORDING SYSTEM
AND THE ORIGIN OF WRITING"

by

Denise Schmandt-Besserat
Center for Middle Eastern Studies
The University of Texas at Austin

A recording system based on tokens, spread throughout the Near East from

the early Neolithic on, is proposed as a demonstrable antecedent of the cuneiform
writing system. Consisting of a rich and differentiated repertory of shapes and
markings, this token system is more complex than a simple system of un-
differentiated counters. A first attempt at an inventory of the most representative
shapes of tokens from throughout the Near East is provided, including all the
documentation presently available to me. On this basis a preliminary comparison

is made with signs found on the earliest tablets, and an interpretation is suggested
for the identification of some of the existing tokens. Finally, a developmental
scheme is proposed to explain the transition from tokens and bullae as prototypes
of writing to a full-fledged writing system of impressed and incised signs.
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1. Some Characteristics of the Early Tablets

The origins of writing are still surrounded with mystery. All we know is that writing first

" appears in Mesopotamia but the date remains only approximated to 3500-3000 B.C. and it is
disputed whether the Sumerians or rather the Subarians (their predecessors in upper Meso-
potamia) are the inventors. Writing is assumed to have evolved from a first pictographic
stage where each word is represented by a small picture or logogram, to the elaborate
cuneiform script where the characters, or phonograms, represent sounds. We base our present
knowledge of the beginnings of writing on a body of around 1500 texts recovered in Warka
(1000), Jemdet Nasr (200), Kish, Nippur, Godin Tepe, Jebel Aruda, and Habuba Kabira.
(The Tartaria tablets are not considered here because of their peculiar typological features
and questionable chronological attribution.) The content of the texts is for the greatest part
still enigmatic to epigraphists but there is strong indication that they were administrative
records of economic activities. The seal impressions they bear confirm their official use.

The early texts have a number of enigmatic features.

1. The signs belong to two types:

(A) Pictographs which depict in a readily recognizable fashion the objects they stand
for. This type is rare and represents a vocabulary of infrequent use such as chariot,
variety of birds, wolf, etc..

(B) Totally abstract signs which cannot be understood by the non-initiated. This
second category constitutes the great majority of the signs (which explains why most’
of the tablets are still undeciphered). It is important to note that while some characters
assume totally odd shapes, series consist of multiple variations of basic forms including
circles, cones and rods (Fig. 1). Indeed, among 950 signs compiled by Falkenstein from
the Warka tablets, 107 (11%) are variations on circles, semi-circles, ovals, etc.; 96 (10%)
are variations of cones and diamonds and 42 (4%) are rods of various sizes and bearing
different striations and appendices.! The abstract signs which have so far been under-
stood represent commodities of current usage; for instance the sheep is represented by

a circle enclosing a cross, bread by a cone with an incised line parallel to the base, oil
by a cone with a convex base, and beer by a cone with a constriction above the base.
Numbers are also represented by variations of cones and circles which are differentiated
from the remaining vocabulary by the technique of impressing them with the blunt part
of the stylus while the other characters are incised with the pointed tip.

2. The repertory of the first signs unexpectedly consists of a sophisticated and impressive
vocabulary estimated to consist of around 2000 words.2

3. Although the sites where the early texts have been recovered are scattered over a wide
area extending from Warka in Mesopotamia to Habuba Kabira in Syria and Godin Tepe
in Iran, the signs used are mostly identical and evidence a rapid, if not instant, standard-
ization. '

4. Except for land sales which are usually written on stone tablets (Figs. 2a,b), the early
texts are usually written on tablets made of clay—an impractical material in some respects,

lA. Falkenstein. Archaische Texte aus Uruk. Ausgrabungen ‘der Deutschen Forschungsgemeinschaft in Uruk-Warka,
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, Berlin 1936.

2bid., p. 29.
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since it smears easily, it does not allow for an easy impression of curved lines and it
requires an extended drying or firing process before circulation (Fig. 3).

The abstract character of the signs, the extensive repertory of vocabulary, and its immediate
standardization seem to indicate that, as we have it, it was already a well developed and
sophisticated writing system, not a humble beginning. Some epigraphists have suggested that
prior to the tablets an earlier phase of writing may have existed, possibly practiced on a
perishable material which has not survived. I am inclined to think that the shape of the
abstract signs and the choice of material of the tablets may be leads to an earlier prototype for
which I believe I can adduce concrete evidence.

2. A New Hypothesis

In 1966, Pierre Amiet identified in the archives of Susa an archaic system of recording
dating from the second half of the Fourth Millennium B.C., and slightly predating the earliest
tablets.> The system consists of small clay tokens of geometric shapes mostly in the form
of spheres, discs, cones, and tetrahedrons, found enclosed in clay envelopes in the shape of
hollow clay balls (called “bullae’) (Fig. 4). The surface of the bullae usually bears seal im-
pressions and sometimes marks indicating the number of tokens enclosed. Pierre Amiet
interprets each bulla as representing a transaction, the tokens inside indicating the kinds of
goods exchanged by their shapes and the quantity by their size and number. Amiet suggests
a possible relationship between the tokens and the earliest writing, and in particular between
the shape of the abstract signs and the shape of the tokens. ‘

In the course of my recent study on the earliest uses of clay in the Middle East, I found
that geometric tokens (Fig. 5-6) identical to those identified by Pierre Amiet in the bullae
are actually found in most Middle Eastern sites and over a long span of time, from the ninth
to the second Millennium B.C..# I was also able to establish the existence of a complex
typological inventory of shapes, the internal structure of which is brought to light by the
similarity of the shapes of the tokens with some of the early abstract signs, particularly the
numerical signs and several representing some of the most usual commodities. In the present
paper 1 will first provide a documentation for the system of tokens and will then describe
four stages in the evolution from the early recording system based on tokens to actual
writing as known from tablets.

3. An Inventory of Clay Tokens
3.1. Shapes

The tokens come mostly in four broad types of shapes including: I. Spheres, II. Discs,
III. Cones and Tetrahedrons, IV. Cylindrical Rods. Each category can be divided into a
series of subtypes as illustrated in Chart 1.

3Pierre Amiet. “Il y a 5000 ans les Elamites inventaient I’écriture,” Archéologia 12:20-22, 1966.

4For earlier reports on my findings see Denise Schmandt-Besserat, “The Use of Clay before Pottery in the Zagros.”
Expedition 16, 2, 1974; “The Earliest Uses of Clay in Syria,” Expedition 19, 3, 1977; and “The Earliest Uses of Clay
in Turkey,” Anatolian Studies 27, 1977.
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