Signs of Life

Over thousands of years, the ancient
Mesopotamians developed a written script

out of an ingenious counting system

DENISE SCHMANDT-BESSERAT

J'Iml 30 years ago, no
one knew the migins
of perhaps the greateal
human invention of all
lime: writing.

The chies lay in thop-
sands of artifacts accumulat-
ing dust in the storerooms of
the world’s great museums,
For 25 years, [ visited
museums in the Near East,
Europe and North Amerios,
syatematically examining
clay objects from the
Nechthic period
6000 B.C). Among fig-
urines, spindle whors, pots

lois of minuscule clay
tokens in many shapes,
What were they? No one
had any idea: [ finally came
to understand that these
humble clay tokens were
counters—and that they
were the precursors of the
earliest wriling:

It all began about 7,500
B.C., when early farmers
became concemed with
keeping track of goods.
They made counters out of
elay in.a dozen shapes,
inoluding cones, spheres,
dizks, eylinders, tetrahe-

and mud-hricks; | found drons and ovoids, Each
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Over 5,000 years, from the mid-eighth millennium B.C. to the late third millannium B.C., writing
evolved fram simple signs dencting objects to o complex symbol-system capable of encoding human
language. In the eorliest stages, tokens of different shapes (above) represented varous geods in o
one-to-one cofrespondence; one cone-shaped token, for example; represented one animal, In the
middle of the fourth millennium B.C., tokens began to be placed in hollow day envelopes, sometimes
with the contents of the envelope impressed on its surface, The spherical envelope opposite, from
ancient Susa in present-day lran, ls impressed with seven markings representing the seven tokens it
contalned. A still later development involved dispensing with the actual tokens and creating o
numeral system; now inventories were incised on clay tablets, and objects were recarded with the wse
of numbers along with a sign denating the object. The sign for o large measure of grain, the sphere,
was used to rafer to “10” and the sign for a small measure of grain, the cone, was used to refer o
"1." The 3100 B.C. tablet opposite, from Godin Tepe in lran, is mscribed with signs for 44 objects
(four spheres and four cones, which in two dimensions appear os circles and triangles).
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shape was assigned a
meaning. A cone, for
example, stood for & small
measure of grain, a sphere
stood for a large measure
of grain and & cylinder
atood for an animal. The
invention was simple but of
the greateat importance: |
was the first visual code,
the first symbol system
ever created for the sole
purpose of communicaling,

There are about 8,000 of
these tokens, from Palestine,
Analolia, Syria, Mesopo-
tamia and lran. Clearly such
accounting practices wers
common throughout the
Near East.

Four millennia later,
when cities first appeared,
tokens rather suddenly
evolved into & complex
accounting system with &
repertory of 300 shapes,
zome with incised or
puniched markings used to
record multipls types of
goods, There were tokens
for keeping track of raw
materials like wool and
metal; processed foods like
bread, honey and trussed
ducks; and manufactured
goods like texliles, mats
anel vesaels.

This token systemn, while
& brilliant initial step. was
ctmbemsume. Tokens were
used 1o represent gonods in
& One-10-00e COTTeSspHM-
dence—ome cone for one
small meastre of grain. ten
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ovoids for ten jars of oil.
Thiz meant, in effect, that
B

(4] tr
of—nnd, indeed, most of

that have

bam found contained fewer
than 20 tokens.

mufmbe.u:impmamuna
of the tokens they con-
tained. Imprassions were
made by stamping tokens
onto the wet clay of the
envelope. The markings
allowed officials to know
the type and number of
tokens in an

without opeming it.
mﬂmﬁrﬂmﬂ]ﬂ@

{mkm]mrqwmmed
by two-dimensional signs

(exvelope markings).

from 200 tablets in collec-

tions fram Mesopotammia,
Iran and Syria. Instead of

Three small measures of
were au}qu:meemad
three cone impressions,
Around 3100 B.C.,
gecountants began using o
pointed stylus to dmw e

Ihetﬂkdmﬁrpm
ing tokens onto the tablet
Moreover, 4,000 tahlets
from Sumeriam Unik illus-
were nol used 1o stand for
objects m one-to-one comme-
spondence. Ten jars of oil
were no longer represented
by ten ovoids. Instead, the
sign for & jar of ol (the
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ovoid) was preceded by
numerals—that is, signs for
abstract numbers (“abstract”
in the sense that a certain
sign—for example, “3"—can
be used without regard to
what is counted: three goats,
three cities or three ideas).
No new signs were
created o abstract
numhers. mm the old
impressed signs for grain

measures ook on new

came to mean “1,” and the
COMTINUES GN PAGE §3
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sphere sign that formerly represented
a larpe measure of grain came to
mean “10." Here was a marvelous
economy of signs: 33 jars of oil were
expressed by seven signs (10+10+
10+1+1+1 and “0il"}—rather than
33 signs.*

Equally important, as a result of
the creation of numerals, the signs for
goods and the signs for numbers
could evolve in separate ways.
Writing and counting generated dil-
ferent sign systems.

Those 4,000 tablets from Uruk
show that toward the end of the fourth
millennium B.C. the names of people
who gave or received goods began o
be Listed in inventories. This means
that signs were invented that stood for
sounds—ithat is, the name of the
person as spoken in the Sumenan
language. These new signs, or phono-
grams, were skeiches of easily dawn
things that stood for the sound of the
word they evoked. A drawing of &
man stood for the sound “lu” and a
drawing of a mouth stood for the
sound “ka," which were the words for
“man” and “mouth” in Sumenian. The
syllables or words composing an
individual's name were written like a
rebus. For example, the name Lucas
could have been writlen with the two
signs mentioned above, man-mouth or
“lu-ka " With the invention of phono-
grams, writing became connected with
the sounds of speech.

*The hase-10 howeves, was nol the only
number m“ﬁin ancient Mesopotamia.
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In 2800 B.C. writing still dealt
exclusively with secounting. Texts
listed merchandise received or dis-

signs (in & kind of dictionary) for the
benefit of scribes. But then an
extraordinary development pccurred
about 2700-2600 B.C. at the count of

gold, silver and lapis lazuli that were
1o be deposited in tombs. The inscrip-
tions consisted of a personal name—
“Meskalamdug"—wrought on a gold

bowl, or & name plus a title—"Puabi,
Queen"—on a lapis lazuli seal

For the first time in history, the Ur
scribes put writing to work for a
function other than accounting. That
new purpose was funerary. The
Sumerians believed that the name of
a deceased individual was to be
spoken aloud at regular intervals 1o
sustain him or her in the underworld.
The writing of Meskalamdugs name
on a gold bowl 1o be buried with him
suggests that writing the sounds of a
name was deemed equivalent to
speaking the name aloud. So after
5,000 years of dreary accounting
work, writing began to be put to the
more dignified task of guaranteeing
the survival of the dead.

This concem for the afterlife led 10
another development in the history of
wmiting. About 2600 or 2500 B.C.
statues of men in the attitude of
prayer were inscribed with the name
of & deceased individual followed by
a plea for a long aftedife, These
prayers addressed to gods used sen-
tences with subjects, verbs and com-

pieces of a puzzle. Contrary to all
expeciations, writing has its roots
deep in prehistory—going back 1o the
ninth pullenmium B.C Nor would
arvuoe have pucssed that wnting
deniven] from counting. In the end.
setiia prropeer U the invention of our
niwist (rwerful -l of sell-expression
wits contevten] fo our |lm.lillj|'

Cerwie Schemands -Beiserst, o proleinos of
Maddie Eovtorn Studecs of the Unorsity of
Tesat of Austen, it the outhor of How Wirtang
Come About [1996). She i currently study-
ing Mealthse symbalem of the site of Aln
Ghatal, Jordon

Name of Meskalamdug
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