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Mesopotamian scribal school:
Z Writing and counting in cuneiform

Cuneiform script written on fresh clay has been the main script used for more than three
millennia (ca. 3400 BCE — 75 CE) in a very large area covering the whole Near East. Between half a
million and a million of cuneiform clay tablets have been unearthed, mainly in Iraq, Syria, Iran and

Turkey.
E @ ) au* 2] 1g 0"
NEEP Wmn&a ”§ap|nuwa~ P s \ i)
30000 : > — i ~— - 4 = | o
2000 =7 — ~ — |
1500f, MmO, 0 ; A }
1000 l ? .\ 2!
500 URKEY e\ |
200 }I‘ e ' 3 ‘:'
100 P G =
- - g {
0 = | Py y 3 ’le- N St
o [BEREEE 2 f
~ ‘h, _ 5 A "r"f_/‘ — k== —|
. S ' <7sh
- : bl £\ e ~ T L \
< ) 1 ‘ , RIS S\ TS i | ).
g X | e ¥ NAE 1 J‘L'\-_ ‘Sullmzi?f_r " Chagar Bazar/ \ e &7 . 1\' =0\ | ( |
é' i ¢ SN T o ~- 8- s -71/' Dy ! € ) . : 1
v ! Alalakh: e, _Nmiveh i ~ N
3:'§ — TT‘ [ € Y 8 LS ; A\ j ’ > "
g i fBeu\E = 0 Kalhu, Y ' M«i;!hm}ﬂﬂOO_\ablc‘s |
g s ~{ 7 «Ebl 2 e S Lo L I ] DR e 7 3 {
8 - Ugarit s { 2 % <Dur=-Katliminu ,( V& D 2 | &
> \ )’ !
B mE/ B % Il \ |
;_j 1 ' D [ \ / AsSur oy o Nuzi_ ' Wm 1 UOOand 10,000 tablets
el o ; .THlaI :;ha'r‘. e
= MEDITERR N e 1 f A
g den 1S E | Betwccn400—500md 1,000 tablets
-5 § - { L N\ / - (
- —— g > ] NG i
; / ST N S\ . 3
4 oy 3= \ 5
g | ‘ S : S W RSN
z \ { R &
g
e [ . - s
S =S SN A ‘. ! Abus le l?\ S “
| T = = e i % L - SN ! 1
| poRDAN 4= - <. ””"‘ Puzn&-Dégan D% RS
| . =2 N, uruppak irsy N o™
I - / Lo s ~ | N Uipma ’
\ I ‘ \ ’ S| ok N
AT {1 \ fisews 1
EGYPTY N SAUDI-ARABIA \ :
5o+ | Akhetaton 9 ;’0_ 100 Km ,f'i x5 l :
P BRT rs E S b e
| v | ; | | / { |
M 30 3z ® a* au* a° 13° e

Discoveries of cuneiform tablets in the Near East:
large tablet > 10,000 tablets — medium tablet : 1,000 to 10,000 tablets — small tablet : 500 to 1,000 tablets.

The cuneiform writing was used for a dozen of different languages according to various systems :
logographic, i.e. a sign for a word or an idea (Sumerian), syllabic, i.e. a sign for a syllable (Akkadian,
Hittite, Elamite, Hurrian, etc.), alphabetic (Ugaritic, Old Persian).

Cuneiform writing was presumably invented by the Sumerians in the middle of the 4™ millennium BC.
In the beginning, signs were resembled drawings and therefore we call them “pictographic signs”.
Since it is difficult to draw curves on fresh clay, main medium for cuneiform, which is abundant in this
area, curves were transformed into line segments, and the writing took this edgy aspect. It was called
cuneiform because the strokes are in the shape of wedges (latin cuneus); signs are made of
combinations of several wedges.

aET 5 B tﬂiﬁ%iﬁ*@’F”“

Cuneiform sign: sag - ta -  ak(Sumerian) sa - ak - kum (Akkadian)
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Sumerian logograms

First signs evolved signs meaning logogram
H ﬁ }35‘ man LU
v ﬁ*— woman MI
ﬁ f{j’:—r head SAG
= A | bird MUSEN
% ﬁi fish KUg
y ‘ﬁ ear (of grain) SE
% :é( mountain KUR

A population speaking Akkadian, a Semitic language, arrived in Mesopotamia in the middle of the 3rd
millennium BC. Akkadians had no writing; they adapted cuneiform writing to their own language.
They broke their words into syllables and used the sound of the Sumerian signs to note each syllable:
awilum = man in Akkadian.

A+ WI+ LU+ UM
¥ - B S

Such a system used fewer signs than in Sumerian, since it only required as many signs as there were
syllables. However, they also borrowed Sumerian logograms to go faster.

Writing exercise:

Write your name on a tablet using the Old Babylonian syllabary.

Write this small text on clay (capital = Sumerian logograms; italics = Akkadian

syllables)

MU 1 me-at 60.KAM 160" year KAM
Sa sa-an-ta-ak-ku since cuneiform writing Q
U-ta-ad-du has been deciphered (revealed)
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Cuneiform sign: sag - ta -  ak(Sumerian) sa - ak - kum (Akkadian)
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Numbers

There are only two signs to express all the numbers: 1 (Y) and 10 (< ). No sign for “0”.

There are 59 « numbers ». These numbers are written by repeating the 1 and the 10 as many
times as necessary.

Example: éﬁ:w

Numeration is positional and sexagesimal: the 1 (Y ) of each position equals sixty times more

than the previous position (right). The sign Y can beread 1, or 60, or 1/60, etc.

Examples: Y YW =1:3 (1 sixty and 3 units, thus 63 in our decimal system)

W<W = 2:15 (2 sixties and 15 units, thus 135 in our system)

The sexagesimal system used by Mesopotamian scribes is at the origin of our way of
counting time, as well as measuring angles in degrees, minutes and seconds.

Exercise:

Decipher this table of multiplication:

Write on clay a table of multiplication by 15

See the movie on internet: Cuneiform script: Writing and calculating
http://iaassyriology.org/cuneiform-script-writing-and-calculating/

aET 5 B tﬂiﬁ%iﬁ*@’F”“

Cuneiform sign: sag - ta -  ak(Sumerian) sa - ak - kum (Akkadian)
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Extract of the Old Babylonian syllabary (18" century BC) for practicing cuneiform writing
§=sh;s=ts;e=[¢€]

Cuneiform sign:

:J:Trﬁ»@

ak (Sumerian) sa

a rF hi, he K? ri, re, tal, tal }_FRT
ab, ap ﬁ:,q hu % ru m
ad, at, at ?;:E‘ : = sa, za, s FF
ag, ak, aq )’ﬁ— ia, ya, yi, yu =i Sa gﬁ
ah, eh, ih, uh ﬁ‘ﬁ*—j{ ib, eb, ip, ep I_‘:g' si, se l-;ﬂ_
al ,%F %g, eg, ik, ek % Sar gﬁ
am 19, ¢q
L?é 11, él H £ g%- él Se €20, lim ‘(Tl;—
an %F im, em é’# Su )}g
ar P in £ @t e
G = ww &
bé =l i, 8.5, mil 4 <
bi, bé, pi, pé f:§ is, is, iz ET tu, t0 ‘(g
bu. pu ki, ke, qi, qé <
P - @ 0 e
da, ta = ku, qu o 1. e%, 10 <
di, de, i, te ‘ér la % ub, up ;&
du, tu F)::q li, le &E@ ud, ut, ut, tam, <
€ = lu Er W, {r
ed,id,et it | = ue, vk ud =
et, it ma H ul ‘(m
el, ils :g;_m me, mi — um z:,tr
en %.__g mu )‘—éi un EF‘WF
ez, iz, es, is joup na }_ﬂf ur,vlig, lik, lig IH
. ' tas
ZZ’, I:é tﬁ ni, né, i, 1i, ia ;? ug, Us, us, 0z tﬁj
gi, ge ¥F § nu Pt wa, wi, we,
qi9 qé pa wu, pla pe, amy év_
gu, qu $_£ tt ia, ya, yi, yu @F
a 48 # Zi, ze }_H’_é{{
W ra m Si, Sé, Si, sé
zu, su, su m
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kum (Akkadian)




