A short history of writing

Writing is not part of language; the relation between the
two Is accidental.

Writing is secondary in terms of

* distribution (many languages are not written);

* Individual history (we learn writing after speech);
* general history (writing Is relatively late);

* logic (any language can be written in any way).



A short history of writing

Any language could be written in any writing system:
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A short history of writing

Writing is not part of language; the relation between the
two Is accidental.

Latin script: Western Indo-European languages,
Hungarian, Finnish, Estonian (Uralic), Turkish
(Turkic), Viethamese (Austro-Asian)...

Arabic script: Arabic (Semitic), Urdu (Indo-European),
Turkish (Turkic), Swaheli (Bantu)...



A short history of writing
E.g. Kazakh writing (Turkic language, Kazakhstan):

* Arabic (11" ¢ onwards)
* Cyrillic (19" c, sporadically)
* Latin (officially 1927-40)
* Cyrillic (officially 1940-), but
* Latin for Kazakh minority in China (1964—-84)
* Arabic for Kazakh minority in China (1984-)
* Latin (2025—, presidential decree in 2017)



A short history of writing

E.g. Kazakh Writing (source: Wikimedia Commons)

Kazakh in
Cyrillic script

bapnblk agamaap
TYMbICbIHAH a3aT )XoHe
Kadlp-KacneTi MeH
KYKbIKTapbl TeH bonbin
OyHwuere kenegi.
AoamMmpapfa akblJ-
napacat, ap-oXxaaH
bepinreH, coHabIKTaH
onap bip-bipimeH
TYbICTbIK, BayblpMangblk
KapbIM-KaTblHaAC
Xacaynapsbl Tuic.

Kazakh in
Arabic script
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e Sdals- jols
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(Soddds dSdan g
-8l e ylaalal
T
U g (el yda
Oéasp e Yy
Bl 3 < i
oelaili-aa, 8
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Kazakh in
Latin script

Barlyq adamdar
ty’'mysynan azat ja'ne
gadir-qasi’eti men
qugygtary ten’ bolyp
du’'ni’ege keledi.
Adamdarg’'a aqyl-
parasat, ar-ojdan
berilgen, sondyqgtan olar
bir-birimen ty'ystyq,
bay'yrmaldyg garym-
gatynas jasay’lary ti‘is.

English

All human beings are
born free and equal
in dignity and rights.
They are endowed
with reason and
conscience and
should act towards
one another in a
spirit of brotherhood.




A short history of writing

E.g. Kazakh writing

variable even within
one system!

(source: Wikimedia Commons)

2 GG (et slui deess unlils o ol KSL) iy, s
A oob (B b Gyl B . b oK)
Jp wsip ol adipe oy oK K pe ol G se
S eIl ©yb asid ol i G 4y KL Gl
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s el ke

bypyqry Oteim samanna Gjp nammcnam gjci Bagrar cipj-
Big 6ip §lr0m kaswcwmwy jj¥eo kelin komynry. Kasu—xjnis
codlocyn, kaswumw cdsrd yend-Gepjnrj. Comza kasa kopkym, ,Gyx
manan Belrdm 6ip 6ild: wmenjy KkaswiNguMEN TapTHG—aica,
Bepdr! me-1d4 Goxca, Oynam yaruamm, cui¥f Gepjm, oprymia kaia-
jur!“ xem, kaTunmaa aksIZACKHOTH.

A 1902 Kazakh text in both Arabic and Cyrillic scripts. In
modern orthography: «bypbiHFbl 8TKEH 3amaHaa, bip
OaHblWnaH Kici, baFaaT wahapbiHbIH bip YNKeH Ka3bICbIHbIH,
YWiHe Kenin KoHbINTLI. Ka3biIMeHeH Cenecin, KasblHbl Co3re
»eHe bepinTi. CoHAa Ka3bl KOPKbIN, — ,Byn MaFaH Kenrex
bana — MeHiH Ka3biNbIFbIMAbI TapThIN anca kepek! He oe
bonca, byFaH XKanblHbIM, Cbid bepin, opHbIMOa KanalbiH!" —

il

nen, KaTblHbiHa akblngaceinTel.» Note the differences between

the older Cyrillic here and the current Cyrillic alphabet.



A short history of writing
Earliest writing systems:

* Mesopotamia

* China

* Egypt

* Central America

* Near East (Palestine/Levant)

Some evidence of a transition from logographic to
phonographic writing via the rebus principle.



A short history of writing

Fictitious examples:

0

‘toe logograms (sign ~ word)

'sea’ —» 'see’ homophonic transition

iIcy’ composition based on full sound shape
'site’ composition based on first sound



A short history of writing

logogram: sign ~ word
phonogram: sign ~ sound unit (segment, syllable, C, CV)
ideogram: sign Is category marker (determinative)

pictogram: a logogram or an ideogram that has a
resemblance to its referent

Earliest writing systems show mixture of these.



A short history of writing
Cuneiform writing

* Mesopotamia, 4™ millennium BC

* wedge-shaped marks pressed into clay with reed
 gradually stylised (=simplified)

* shifts based on meaning (plough - farmer)

* shifts based on sound (t/ ‘arrow’ — ti(l) ‘life’)

* [ater syllabic signs appear

* determinatives (“°°°X ‘plough’ vs. "X ‘farmer’)



A short history of writing

Cuneiform writing

Summary account of silver
for the governor written in
Sumerian Cuneiform on a
clay tablet. From
Shuruppak, Iraq, circa

2500 BC. British Museum,
London.

Source:
omniglot/Wikimedia




A short history of writing

i o RV . =
Cuneiform writing l%}* (i B 1

Calculating beer ratios % L b -
) * e s X

Source: F. Coulmas
Writing Systems



A short history of writing

Cuneiform writing - languages

* Sumerian (language isolate), ~3000 BC

* Akkadian languages (Semitic: Assyrian, Babilonian, 3
mill BC)

* Elamite (language isolate, 3" mill BC)

* Anatolian languages (Indo-European: Hittite, Luwian,
2" mill BC)

* Ugaritic (Semitic, 2" mill BC)
* Old Persian (Indo-European: 1% mill BC)
* (then replaced by Semitic scripts, e.g. Phoenician)



A short history of writing

Cuneiform writing: decipherment

by Georg Friedrich Grotefend in early 19™ ¢

based on the Behistun inscriptions: ~500 BC, by
Dareios, in Old Persian, Babylonian and Elamite



A short history of writing

Behistun inSCriptiOnS: (source: Wikimedia Commons)
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A short history of writing

Behistun inSCFiptionS: (source: Dunderhead’s blog)




A short history of writing

Chinese writing

« early 2" mill BC
* bronze tablets and oracle bones
* pictographic, then stylised (much like cuneiform)

* logographic, in modern form a combination of
phonetic markers and category markers (semantic
units)




A short history of writing

Chinese writing

oracle bone from 2"
mill BC

source: omniglot




A short history of writing

Bronze script Oracle-bone  Large-seal Small-seal Clerical script
Chinese writing script  script  seript

the development of —%

symbols 71\ D) U EdIE
Printed Printed

] character character

Sou_r.ce. F. Coulmas Standard Running Cursive standard simplified
Writing Systems script script script script script

Table 2 The Chinese character £ ya ‘fish’ in different scripts



A short history of writing

Chinese writing

combinations of
semantic and
phonetic markers

Source: F. Coulmas
Writing Systems

j] strength 1L

hole
silk
water
tree

strike

I
b

|
|

= H

H H

effect

empty

red
river
staff

attack

gong
kong
kong
jlang
gang

gong




A short history of writing

Egyptian writing

e early 3 mill BC

* earliest form already combine logographic,
phonographic and determinative symbols

* developments of symbols towards syllable or
consonants marking

* hieroglyphic, hieratic and demotic script work in the
same way (they are not structurally different); they
represent different stages in cursivisation

* deciphered by Jean-Francois Champollion in early
1800’s (demotic when 16, hieroglyphic when 30)



A short history of writing

r m Determinative

Egyptian writing

homophones distinguished
by determinatives rem ‘fish’

Source: F. Coulmas Writing r m Determinative
Systems




A short history of writing

Egyptian writing

cartouche with the name
Ptolemy

Source: F. Coulmas Writing
Systems

PTO L H YS§



A short history of writing

Egyptian
writing

cartouche with
the name
Caesarion

Source: Wikimedia
Commons




Egyptian writing
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A short history of writing
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A short history of writing

Phoenician writing

 end of 2" mill BC

* West Semitic script

* phonographic writing, only consonants marked
* direction: right to left

* ancestor of several writing systems, e.g. Old Hebrew
and Greek



A short history of writing

"5 509!?’;"’# wV 179K

Inscription of King Ahiram's | '*5Bj1Rj #0155 % IGVEY fvligvibilk y
satrhcophagus (Byblos, IV)+ g+aae)w{;9$g,);+g+,51 149 1013Y1£397120o
11" ¢ BC) .z9w.))f-1?>¥ﬁi3'ﬁ ay:(g‘];{a;aqs-ﬁwgﬁquﬂgu-( Fv

1 'mzp'll...]Jb" 1 bn "hrm mlk Gbl | "hrm "bh k &th b * Im

2 w-"1 mlk b-mlkm w-skn b-snm w-tm’ mhnt * lj Gbl w—jgl 'rm zn

Source: F. Coulmas WFriting — thisp htr mspth thtpk ks'mikh w-nht torh * 1 Gbl w-h’ jmh

Systems
1 Sarcophagus made by Ba’ |, son of Ahiram, king of Gubla, for
Ahiram, his father, when he laid him to rest in eternity

2 And when a king of the kings, a governor of the governor and
the commander of the camp ascends to Gubla to uncover this
coffin, shall the sceptre of his judiciary be removed, the throne

of his reign be toppled over, and shall peace flee from Gubla and
he be eradicated



A short history of writing

Phoenician writing

The alphabet

Source: F. Coulmas
Writing Systems

' aleph

beth
Eimel
daleth
he
waw
zayin
heth
teth
yvodh

kaph

LuamH=W N o v A

TN B TN 0 g f



A short history of writing

Phoenician writing The origin of the Greek vowel letters
(Source: F. Coulmas Writing Systems)

Phoenician Greek
name sign value am 1 va
'aleph & Fa¥ alpha A fa,/
he 3 /h/ epsilon 3 /e/
waw Y /w/ upsilon Y Ju/
yod A /y/ iota | /i/

ayin o /' / omicron O /o/



A short history of writing

Phoenician writing

* A variant was used to write Aramaic (also a Semitic
language)

* Widely used all over the Near East in mid-1° mill BC;
lingua franca

* Historically one of the most influential scripts with lots
of descendants in Asia



