
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).
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Any language could be written in any writing system:

brown ~ μπραουν, браун, برٯن 

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), Vietnamese (Austro-Asian)…

Arabic script: Arabic (Semitic), Urdu (Indo-European), 
Turkish (Turkic), Swaheli (Bantu)...
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E.g. Kazakh writing (Turkic language, Kazakhstan):

● Arabic (11th c onwards)
● Cyrillic (19th 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)
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E.g. Kazakh writing (source: Wikimedia Commons)
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E.g. Kazakh writing

variable even within 
one system!

(source: Wikimedia Commons)

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.
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Fictitious examples:

  ≈ ʻseaʼ

  ʘ ʻIʼ

  Ш ʻtoeʼ logograms (sign ~ word)

  ≈ ʻseaʼ → ʻseeʼ homophonic transition

  ʘ≈ ʻicyʼ composition based on full sound shape

  ≈ʘШ ʻsiteʼ composition based on first sound
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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.
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Cuneiform writing

● Mesopotamia, 4th millennium BC
● wedge-shaped marks pressed into clay with reed
● gradually stylised (=simplified)
● shifts based on meaning (plough → farmer)
● shifts based on sound (ti ʻarrowʼ → ti(l) ʻlifeʼ)
● later syllabic signs appear
● determinatives (WOODX ʻploughʼ vs. HUMANX ʻfarmerʼ)
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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
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Cuneiform writing

Calculating beer ratios

Source: F. Coulmas  
Writing Systems
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Cuneiform writing → languages

● Sumerian (language isolate), ~3000 BC
● Akkadian languages (Semitic: Assyrian, Babilonian, 3rd 

mill BC)
● Elamite (language isolate, 3rd mill BC)
● Anatolian languages (Indo-European: Hittite, Luwian, 

2nd mill BC)
● Ugaritic (Semitic, 2nd mill BC)
● Old Persian (Indo-European: 1st mill BC)
● (then replaced by Semitic scripts, e.g. Phoenician)
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Cuneiform writing: decipherment

by Georg Friedrich Grotefend in early 19th c

based on the Behistun inscriptions: ~500 BC, by 
Dareios, in Old Persian, Babylonian and Elamite
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Behistun inscriptions: (source: Wikimedia Commons)
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Behistun inscriptions: (source: Wikimedia Commons)
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Behistun inscriptions: (source: Dunderheadʼs blog)

A short history of writing



Chinese writing

● early 2nd 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)
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Chinese writing

oracle bone from 2nd 
mill BC

source: omniglot
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Chinese writing

the development of 
symbols

Source: F. Coulmas  
Writing Systems
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Chinese writing

combinations of 
semantic and 
phonetic markers

Source: F. Coulmas  
Writing Systems
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Egyptian writing

● early 3rd 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-François Champollion in early 
1800ʼs (demotic when 16, hieroglyphic when 30)
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Egyptian writing

homophones distinguished 
by determinatives

Source: F. Coulmas  Writing 
Systems
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Egyptian writing

cartouche with the name 
Ptolemy

Source: F. Coulmas  Writing 
Systems
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Egyptian 
writing

cartouche with 
the name 
Caesarion

Source: Wikimedia 
Commons
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Egyptian writing

The Rosetta stone

Source: British Museum



Egyptian writing The Rosetta stone
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Phoenician writing

● end of 2nd 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
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Phoenician writing

Inscription of King Ahiramʼs 
sarcophagus (Byblos, 
11th c BC)

Source: F. Coulmas  Writing 
Systems
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Phoenician writing

The alphabet

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

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

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

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