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Anth 1165: Digging the Glyphs
Section 3: Make your own cuneiform tablet

    

Introduction:

In this section, you will learn about cuneiform tablets, and specifically about the genre called the school
exercise tablet. These tablets were used to teach young scribes their art, and they record grammatical,
literary, and mathematical exercises, among others. You will learn the fundamentals of cuneiform script
and tablet production by creating your own school exercise tablet. You will then use your tablet to record
your name and honorific information about yourself that early scholars might have read had you been the
child of Darius the Great, rather than Xerxes. 

What is cuneiform?

Rather than a single script, cuneiform (from Latin cuneus “wedge” and forma “shape”) is a descriptive
label for the characteristic "wedge-shaped" signs employed by several different cultures in ancient
Mesopotamia (the area of modern-day Iraq and Iran). The various cuneiform scripts were used to record
multiple languages, including: Sumerian, Akkadian, Assyrian, Aramaic, and Old Persian. In this way,
cuneiform is similar to the Roman alphabet, which is used today in modified form to record multiple
languages, including English, German, French, Italian, Spanish, Turkish, and Somali. However, unlike the
Roman Alphabet there was not just one cuneiform script but many, and although some early signs from
Sumerian and Akkadian cuneiform (in particular) were carried over into later cuneiform scripts, there are
many differences in sign-shapes, sign-values, and rules of composition between the various systems.
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“Graduate of the scribal academy, where did
you go in olden days?” 
- “I went to school.”

“What did you do in school?”
- “I read my tablet, and copied my tablet.

They prepared for me my prepared lines.
Let me tell you what my teacher told me:
‘Even a fool could easily follow his
instructions, tablets of Sumerian and
Akkadian, tablets of the scribal art.’ I am
a scribe and know how to inscribe a
stela.” 

         
- excerpt from “Schooldays,” a 4000 year-old

cuneiform essay
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In order fully grasp the principles of cuneiform writing, it is necessary to understand a few key concepts,
which are described in turn below: grapheme, phoneme, morpheme, transcription, transliteration, and
translation.

Graphemes and Phonemes:

Graphemes are meaningful units of writing. In English, the alphabetic letters a, b, c, d, e, etc. are all
graphemes. In English, two letters are frequently joined together as composite graphemes called
digraphs (e.g., English ch, gh, ng, ph, sh, th, etc). Despite using two separate letters, these are best
thought of as single graphemes communicating single sounds (i.e., [č], [f], [ŋ], [f], [š], [đ] or [θ],
respectively). Common English vowel digraphs include ea, ie, ei, ai, au, ou, eu, and oo, although in some
contexts these letter combinations function (strictly speaking) as dipthongs instead of digraphs.

Phonemes are meaningful (minimally-contrastive) units of sound. Graphemes and phonemes are not the
same. In English writing, owing in part to sound changes undergone by the language in the past few
hundred years, but also due to the usual lack of 1:1 correspondence between writing and speech,
multiple graphemes are often employed to convey far fewer phonemes. The word knight, for example,
uses five graphemes to convey only three phonemes:

graphemes: k - n - i - gh - t
phonemes: /nait/

In this example, the graphemes k and gh (a digraph), although once reflecting the original pronunciation
of this word as /knixt/, now convey no sound at all.  As a result, we now have a silent-k grapheme and a
variable gh (pronounced as /f/ in such words as enough and rough, but silent in night and fight).

Identify the graphemes in the words below:

s t r a i g h t

t h i n g

Most of the cuneiform scripts have even more complex relationships between their graphemes and
phonemes. Look over the Old Persian syllabary at the back of this handout. Note how a few stroke types
are built up into digraphs (and even trigraphs and polygraphs) to indicate a single phoneme or syllable.

In contrast to polygraphy, one grapheme can also be used to represent multiple phonemes. The letter x
functions this way in English. Sound out the word “box” and you should hear four distinct phonemes: 
/boks/.

Morpheme are individual units of meaning. For example, the word walked contains two morphemes.
One is the root (walk, /wok/) and the other is the suffix (ed, /-t/) which indicates past tense. They are
both morphemes because they can’t be broken down any further and still retain their meaning. Identify
the morphemes in the words below:

j u m p i n g

p r e d i c t

a n t i s o c i a l

b e d e c k e d
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The three Ts:

The three Ts are: transcription, transliteration, and translation. The three Ts represent related, but
different, ways of recording language in written form. 

Transcription means to convert spoken language into written sounds. Transcription may employ the
use of a specialized linguistic alphabet, such as the International Phonetic Alphabet. Try to transcribe the
following words into the International Phonetic Alphabet:

hard

easy

book

language

spelling

Transcription can also be applied to texts. In this context, transcription means to convert the graphemes
of one script into the graphemes of another script. Look at the Old Persian syllabary at the back of this
handout. Note the transcriptions below each cuneiform polygraph. Because Old Persian is a syllabic
script, each polygraph stands for one or two phonemes (e.g., a syllable). When transcribing words and
phrases, convention dictates that each polygraph should be separated by a hyphen (-) and each word
should be separated by a colon (:). For example, the word for “king” 

is transcribed: xa-ša-a-ya-θa-i-ya. Try to write your name in cuneiform using the Old Persian syllabary:

Transliteration means to convert a word from one writing system into another writing system (but not
to translate it). Transliteration is regulated by language or writing system-specific conventions. For
example, modern German employs a diaeresis or umlaut on some of its vowels: ä, ö, ü. We don’t have
this convention in English, so we transliterate these letters as ae, oe, and ue. Our convention is to add
an “e” after umlauted German vowels. Thus, to write the German word käse (“cheese”), we would spell
out kaese, and to spell übung (“exercise”), we would write uebung. 

In the previous case, both the languages and writing systems were very closely related. Transliteration is
more difficult between languages and writing systems that are very different. Consider the transliteration
of a certain former Chinese leader, 

rendered into English as either Mao Tse-tung or Mao Zedong. The two spellings of the name represent
two different transliteration conventions. One transliteration follows the Wade-Giles convention and the
other follows the Pinyin convention. Both are “correct,” but reflect our inability to reproduce the Chinese
pronunciation of the name since our writing system is not tonal and lacks the notation necessary to
indicate the sounds that are not in our language. Thus, both Mao Tse-tung and Mao Zedong are English
approximations, but not true replications, of the original Chinese name. Other well-known Chinese
examples include Peking vs. Beijing and Tao vs. Dao.
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In many cases, transcription and transliteration can be very similar, especially when converting between
two languages that both use a modified Roman alphabet (e.g., English, Spanish, German, and French).
Because of this, the terms transcription and transliteration are sometimes used interchangeably.
However, the distinction becomes much more important when working with glyphic scripts. As you have
seen in lecture, the word for “good” in Middle Egyptian is often transcribed nfr-f-r but always
transliterated nfr or nefer (if we add in the conventional “e” vowels). Similarly, as you will soon learn,
the Classic Mayan word for chocolate (cacao) is transcribed ka-ka-wa, but transliterated kakaw.
Understanding the difference between transcription and transliteration will help you better decipher these
ancient scripts.

The rules of transliteration vary depending on the language and the script. In Old Persian cuneiform, the
vowel of a syllabic sign can be dropped in transliteration, as we see with xa-ša for initial xš- in xa-ša-a-
ya-θa-i-ya, xšâyaθiya, ‘king’ and ša for final -š in da-a-ra-ya-va-ha-u-ša, Dârayavahauš, ‘Darius’.
Note also that a following vowel sign can either: (1) lengthen a previous written vowel (as in ša-a for šâ
in the word for ‘king’); (2) replace a previous written vowel (as in θa-i for tθi, also in ‘king’); or (3) be
retained (as in ha-u for hau in Darius' name). The system was thus fairly flexible, allowing the recording
of foreign names in very different languages.

Following the rules outlined above, transcribe and transliterate your name:

Would Darius the Great have had trouble saying your name? 

Translation is the process of converting meanings from one language into another. Translations are
often inexact, especially between unrelated languages. The translation of the Egyptian word nfr into
English could be “good” or “beautiful” or “perfect,” depending on the context. Its original meaning has
been argued to be “without visible flaw.”  In Old Persian, the transliterated title xšâyatθiya can be
translated as “king,” although the exact nature of this office differed in many ways from the European
medieval form of kingship that we may associate with the term.

Hollywood “translation” of King Xerxes of Persia in the 2007 film “300.” 
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Classroom Exercise: Darius the Great, Xerxes, and You

King Xerxes was the king of Persia in the 5th century BC. He inherited the throne from his father, Darius
the Great, who had usurped the throne from Cyrus the Great, the founder of the Persian Empire. At the
time that Xerxes acceded to the throne, he controlled Egypt and parts of Greece, and was developing
military plans to conquer the rest of Greece. In 480 BC, he began a long and unsuccessful war against
Greece and was eventually assassinated on the order of one of his own sons, Artaxerxes, in 465 BC. The
Persian Empire later fell to Alexander the Great in 331 BC.  

Many inscriptions dating to the reign of King Xerxes have been found at the palace of Persepolis. Below is
an inscription that was written above a doorway:

Using the Old Persian syllabary at the back of this handout, transcribe the text. A transliteration and
translation of the text is provided to assist you. Do you observe any semantic signs?

Transliteration: “Xšayârša xšâyaθiya vazraka xšâyaθiya xšâyaθiyânâm Dârayavahauš xšâyaθiyahyâ puśa
Haxâmanišiya.”

Translation: “Xerxes, the great king, the king of kings, the son of Darius the king, an Achaemenian.” 
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Now it's time to try your hand at writing in cuneiform. Rewrite history by impressing this honorific
statement into your school exercise tablet, but substitute your own name, parent's name, and nationality
into the statement. The Old Persian syllabary is included below. Your TF will provide you with clay and
reeds. Good luck xšâyaθiya!
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