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THE DIFFUSION OF THE CUNEIFORM WRITING SYSTEM IN
NORTHERN MESOPOTAMIA:
THE EARLIEST ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE

By PHILIPPE QUENET!

The invention of writing in southern Mesopotamia at the end of the fourth millennium Bc had
many and long-lasting consequences. As far as the Early Bronze Age is concerned, one of the
most remarkable of these consequences is that the cuneiform writing system that gradually emerged
in southern Iraq during the first part of the Early Dynastic period spread to northern Syria around
the mid-third millennium Bc. A flourishing scribal tradition was already firmly established through-
out the Syrian Jezirah and inner Syria by the advent of the Akkadian period.

It is difficult to establish the reasons and mechanisms that led the elites of northern Syria to
borrow the practice of writing from their counterparts in southern Iraq. The steps in this process
are even more unclear. Hence the aim of this paper is to gather material evidence that may help
us shed light on those questions. As an archaeologist, I will not discuss here the content of
epigraphical finds, but only their context and chronological attribution according to the chrono-
logical divisions in northern and southern Mesopotamia respectively.

The earliest written records known in northern Mesopotamia date back to the second half of
the fourth millennium Bc, that is, to the end of the Uruk period in this region, usually, but still
ambiguously, termed “Late Uruk”. A more precise dating is not required here, because I will not
deal specifically with this phase. Suffice it to say that calibrated radiocarbon dates from Syrian
and Anatolian sites give a time range of 3300-2900 Bc (di Nocera 2000). At meetings held in 1998
in Istanbul and Santa Fe (New Mexico), many scholars agreed to date the end of the Uruk to
around 3000 Bc (Marro and Hauptmann 2000; Algaze et al. 1998, now published as Rothman
2001).

The earliest north-Mesopotamian written records were found at Tell Brak (Oates 1982, 191 and
Pl. XV/c), Habuba Kabira South and Jabal Aruda (Talon and van Lerberghe 1993, Nos. 17-18,
61-2) in so-called “Late Uruk” contexts. They are numerical tablets of a kind previously known
from contemporaneous contexts in Uruk and Susa (Algaze 1989 and 1993). Two unbaked clay
labels were also found in an Akkadian or post-Akkadian secondary context in Tell Brak, associated
with Late Uruk material (ceramics but also one bulla). They are incised with what are assumed
to be zoomorphic pictographs and numeral signs. Their date was therefore pushed back tentatively
to the Uruk period (Oates 1985, 164; Finkel 1985, 187-9, Fig. 1 and Pl. XXXII).

In the current state of knowledge it appears that only numerical tablets come from secure Late
Uruk contexts in northern Mesopotamia, whereas southern sites of the same period have yielded
many pictographic tablets that are much more elaborate than the Brak labels. We may infer from
this that the practice of writing was not as well developed in the north as in the south at that
time, nor does it seem to have been as deeply rooted because it completely disappeared at the
onset of the Bronze Age when the Uruk culture itself came to an end.

Writing fell into disuse in the North for a few centuries. It reappeared first on cylinder seals
and sealings in the shape of short pictographic inscriptions. Three cylinder seals come from Mari
(Fig. 1). All of them were found in the Ishtar Temple and belong to the so-called “Crossed Style”,
as defined by Martin (Martin 1988, 64 ff.). The first one comes from level a (Fig. 1/c). It depicts
three pairs of crossed animals associated with three anthropomorphic figures. It is made of shell
and is rather thick (2.5 cm in diameter), so that it was probably not cut from a columella of
Fasciolaria trapezium, as it is most often the case for shell cylinder seals, but of Turbinella pyrum.

'1.F.P.O. Damascus. An abridged version of this paper  conference possible, and my admiration for Iraqi archaeolo-
was first read at the International Conference of the Fifth  gists who have been courageously working for years under
Millennium for the Invention of Writing in Mesopotamia  very difficult conditions. I am also grateful to A. McMahon
held in Baghdad in March 2001. This is the occasion for and M. Makinson and the editorial board of Irag for
me to express my warm thanks to those who made the correcting my original English text.

Irag LXVII/2 (2005)
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Fig. 1. Inscribed cylinder seals from (a) Tell Hammam Seghir and (b—d) Mari (after Amiet 1980).

This species lives nowadays along the coast of the Gulf of Kutch and further south (Gensheimer
1984). This would suggest that the raw material of this seal was imported from the Indus area. It
is engraved with an inscription to be read Utu-ur-sag, “The sun god is the hero” (Parrot 1956,
189, P1. LXV/183; Amiet 1980, P1. 72°%/A; Hammade 1994, 46, No. 328; Talon and van Lerberghe
1993, No. 307).

The second cylinder seal comes from level b (Fig. 1/b). It is divided into two registers. The
motifs are nearly the same as in the previous example. A few details may be noted: some animals
are represented in a téte-béche position, a dagger or sword is present in the lower register, a kind
of salamander in the upper one. It is even thicker than our first cylinder and was cut from white
limestone (& 3.4 cm). Boulders of that stone, carried by the river and stranded on its banks, are
found all along the Euphrates valley. However, primary limestone deposits are also known along
this valley, from Iraq to Syria (Moorey 1994, 21, 38). According to Lambert, the inscription says
“Incantation of a child-deity Dumu-nun” ($ita-dumu-nun) (Parrot 1956, 190, P1. LXV/1080; Amiet
1980, Pl. 72/960; Petit Palais 1983, No. 89; Kohlmeyer and Strommenger 1982, No. 51; Weiss
1985, No. 51; Matthiae et al. 1985, No. 45; Hammade 1994, 46, No. 327; Talon and van Lerberghe
1993, No. 308).

The third and last Mari cylinder seal comes from level ¢/d (Fig. 1/d). In one register, it also
depicts crossed animals (one of which is téte-béche) and anthropomorphic figures. Its material is
not identified with any certainty. It might be chalcedony, a mineral related to carnelian, but
greyish or bluish in colour. If so, it was imported from outside Mesopotamia, either Iran or
Gujarat (Tosi 1976-80). The inscription is transcribed Sar-Il by Dossin and translated “(The
god) Il is the king” (Parrot 1956, 189-90 and PI. LXV/1388; Amiet 1980, Pl. 72%*B and 1985, 477
and Fig. 4).

On the basis of glyptic style, the dating of these cylinder seals is easy. All of them are pure
examples of the “Crossed Style”, which is attributed to the second part of the ED II period as
defined in the Diyala sequence. A few radiocarbon determinations from Mari itself, Abu Salabikh
and Nippur suggest that ED I11a begins ca 2600 Bc (Wright 1980). The Mari cylinder seals should
therefore belong to a period ranging approximately from 2700 to 2600 Bc. The double-registered
cylinder seal is perhaps the latest of the three, because this is a feature that is quite uncommon
before ED Illa.

Crossed Style cylinder seals are mainly found in central Mesopotamia, where the Crossed Style
itself probably originated. The Mari examples display such similarity with the Fara corpus that
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THE DIFFUSION OF THE CUNEIFORM WRITING SYSTEM IN NORTHERN MESOPOTAMIA 33

they almost certainly constitute imports.2 For this reason, one may question whether the ED II
inscribed cylinder seals from Mari really do provide some of the earliest evidence of writing in
Early Bronze Age Syria, and whether they should be considered as written documents from a
Mari point of view. In other words, could they be read by anyone in Mari? Moreover the
chronological attribution is based on stylistic criteria alone so that the stratigraphic contexts in
which the cylinder seals were found need to be examined.

Parrot published few pottery vessels from the Ishtar Temple.® Three are assigned to the *Priests’
Room” (the name given to the building east of the cella in the four levels a-d) without any
further details. Three of them consist of Metallic Ware (Parrot 1956, 208-9),* namely one slightly
corrugated goblet (Parrot 1956, 208, Fig. 100/M.378), one Spiral-Burnished pot (Parrot 1956,
209, Fig. 101/M.531) and one Syrian bottle (Parrot 1956, 209, Fig. 100/M.379). A useful Metallic
Ware chrono-typology has not yet been established, but Syrian bottles are typical of the later part
of EB III and EB IV in northern Mesopotamia (after ca 2500 BC) (Schachner and Schachner 1995;
Lebeau 2000, Table V/Early Jezirah IIIb-V). A fourth piece, discovered in the Temple, is a tripod
cup, the feet of which look like handles (Parrot 1956, 213, Fig. 104/M.866). This is a type known
in the Diyala in the ED III period (Delougaz 1952, Pl. 168/C.011.201.a), but Kish, Nuzi (Parrot
1956, 212, note 1), Nineveh (Campbell Thompson 1933, Pl. LXX1I/7) and Tepe Gawra (Speiser
1935, P1. XXIX/b and LXXV/212) have also yielded similar cups. These pots do not allow us to
give a precise dating to the levels in which our cylinder seals were discovered. Further evidence
is needed.

To judge from the numerous statues of worshippers found in it, level a clearly does not predate
ED IIIb. Indeed, many of them belong to “Stilstufe III”” as defined in Braun-Holzinger 1977. If
we exclude the cylinder seals from level b, both in the Fara style (Parrot 1937, 63-4; Parrot 1956,
189, Pl. LXV/138; Amiet 1980, Pl. 68/908; Amiet 1985, 477 and Fig. 4), few diagnostic finds come
from the Temple floors of levels b—c. One cylinder seal from level ¢ is to be noted. Though not
illustrated, it is obviously ED III, because one of its figures is a lion whose head is represented
from above (Parrot 1956, 191: M.1061).

The stone-built graves Nos. 241-2 date to a phase between levels ¢ and d (Parrot 1938, 4, 6
and 7 and 1956, 10-11 and Pl VII/Coupes sur les niveaux a, b, ¢, d; Jean-Marie 1990, 305-6).
The pots are lost, but metal objects that were part of their furnishing were published. One
spearhead (Jean-Marie 1990, Pl. IX/2, M.1319; Jean-Marie 1999, Pl. 41/upper left corner, M.1319)
belongs to a type as early as ED Illa in the Royal Cemetery of Ur (Woolley 1934, P1. 227/U.9122,
Type 2a). This type is mainly attested in the ED III graves (Nissen 1966, Taf. 17). It is also
present at Fara (Heinrich and Andrae 1931, Taf. 39/e). Two bent toggle pins with a flattened
perforated shaft and a rounded head are similar to Woolley’s type 7 (Woolley 1934, Pl. 231),
which is at home in the ED IIla graves in the Royal Cemetery (Nissen 1966, Taf. 17). Other
south-Mesopotamian examples are nevertheless dated from ED II to the Akkadian period
(Coessens 1989).

In level d there is an interesting group of pottery. Once again there is a tripod cup (Parrot
1956, 220, Fig. 107/M.1570). Two jars of Euphrates Banded Ware (Parrot 1956, 221, Fig. 107/
M.1548-9) have counterparts in the Tawi and Halawa Cemeteries (Kampschulte and Orthmann
1984, Taf. 1/4 and 8, 17/14 and 33/10; Orthmann 1981, Taf. 71/6) and Tell Banat Tomb 1 (Porter
1995, 19-20 and Pls. 14-16). A radiocarbon date from the latter gives a time span of 2890-2490 Bc
(Porter 1995, 21-2). Euphrates Banded Ware is best dated to the first part of North-Mesopotamian
EB III (ca 2600-2450 BC): Early Jezirah IIla (Lebeau 2000, Table V) or horizon 2A (Jamieson
1993). Euphrates Banded Ware is attested for instance in the following stratified contexts:

1. At Tell Khuera Early ID in Kleiner Antentempel 2/3 (Kiihne 1976, Abb. 88 = Taf. 8/2) dated to the

twenty-fifth and twenty-fourth centuries Bc (Pfilzner 1998; Khuera 1998b; Lebeau 2000, Table IV) and
Khuera IC (Steinbau I, level 7; Orthmann 1995, Abb. 27/76).

2What is certain is that the shell and the chalcedony(?), illustrated in Fig. 4.
from which two of them were cut, reached Mari through 4They are called “Fine Black-Burnished Wares” by

southern Mesopotamia. Parrot. They can now be seen in the Aleppo Museum.
3Ishtar Temple ceramics referred to in the text are
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2. At Tell Bi‘a in the shape of a Syrian Bottle in Grabbau 6, Raum 3 (Strommenger et al. 1993,
Abb. 19/b = Strommenger and Kohlmeyer 1998, Taf. 99/7), in a tomb to be dated early in the North-
Mesopotamian EB III, earlier anyway than the Palace B or Ancient Palace, itself dated to 2567-2039 Bc
by C!* (Gorsdorf 1993).
3. At Tell Jokhah, where ED II-Early ED III levels were excavated (Rumayidh al-Jabbouri 1988,
Pl. 18/a).
4, At /A)bu Salabikh in ED Illa Graves G.100 and 102 (Postgate 1977, 295) and G.176 (Postgate and
Moon 1982, 131 and 1983a, 70).
S. At Fara (Martin 1988, Fig. 85) in a possible post-ED II (ED Il1a?) context (Schachner and Schachner
1995, 85-6).
A chalice fragment (Parrot 1956, 223 and Fig. 107/upper row, third from the left) can also be
compared to tripod chalices from Tell Banat Tomb 1, the feet of which are made of hollow tubes
(Porter 1995, 17, Fig. 12/P113 and P61). Finally there is the neck of a Metallic Syrian bottle
(Parrot 1956, 223 and Fig. 107/upper row, second from the left). We may conclude that level d is
roughly contemporary with the middle and/or earlier part of ED III.

Below level d lay the stone-built tomb No. 300 (Jean-Marie 1990, 307 and Pl. XI). It was richly
furnished. Among the metal objects were a high-necked, spouted vessel (Jean-Marie 1990,
Pl. XVI1/2, M.1480 = Jean-Marie 1999, Pl. 45/M.1480) and two forked pins or bidents (Jean-Marie
1990, Pl. XVI/2, M.1478 = Jean-Marie 1999, Pl. 45/M.1478) that find their closest comparanda in
the “Y” Cemetery at Kish (Miiller-Karpe 1993, Taf. 172), dated to ED II (Algaze 1983—4; Porada
1992, 1, 104). One crescentic axe head is similar to axe heads found in an ED II context at Tell
Agrab (Delougaz 1942, 257; Hillen 1955, Fig. 1; Tubb 1982, 9, Fig. 2/23) and in an EB II/III
context (Steinbau 2, level 4) at Tell Khuera (Klein and Orthmann 1995, 79-81, Abb. 37/22 and
38/21).° For these reasons, the traditional ED I date attributed to the Mari burial must be
reconsidered. It was based on the fact that two upright-handled Scarlet Ware jars were found in
it. I think that this statement, without any further comments, may be misleading.

Parrot was the first to have used this argument (Parrot 1938, 5 and Pl. I1/4). Consequently, he
dated Tomb 300 to ED 1. This dating was challenged long ago by Delougaz, who was right in
pointing out that no ED I parallel could be found for these jars (Delougaz 1952, 141). Moreover
Scarlet Ware is not confined to ED 1, either in the Diyala or in the Hamrin basin. This type
survives until ED II at least (see Delougaz 1952, 69-72, 80, 141, Pls. 15 and 60-2 concerning
Khafaje and Tell Agrab, and Gibson 1981, 141, Pls. 84 and 85/1-2 concerning Tell Razuk). Scarlet
Ware is even attested in an ED III context at Sabra (Tunca 1987, 58, Pls. 19/2, 66/1) and in early
Akkadian contexts at Razuk (Gibson 1981, 76, Pls. 92/2, 98/10) and at Gubbah (Odani and i
1981, 156, Fig. 21/2). The Mari jars are more akin to the pots of that period. As they lack the
usual carinated shoulder of the Diyala or Hamrin examples, they are most probably local imitations
of Late ED II/Early ED III date. As for the remaining pots, Lebeau gathered several comparanda
(Lebeau 1990) that would also be dated now, even by him, to ca 2600 Bc (Lebeau 2000).

The Ishtar Temple sequence should finally be reconstructed as follows. Tomb 300 is contempor-
aneous with ED II, level d, and Tombs 241-2 are ED IIla at the earliest. Levels ¢ to a are later,
level a dating to the end of ED III or very beginning of the Akkadian period. As a consequence
our inscribed cylinder seals, which all come from levels a—d, were found in post-ED II contexts
(ED Illa at the earliest). Either all these cylinder seals were already in use at Mari in the ED II
period, or they constitute heirlooms kept for centuries, but this question cannot be answered. It
can be noted, nonetheless, that the cylinder seal found in level ¢ or d is probably earlier than any
tablet discovered in Syria. Yet, especially if this object was imported from southern Mesopotamia,
it does not prove in itself that cuneiform writing was used in Mari before late ED IIIb.

The same can be said of a cylinder seal from Tell Hammam Seghir on the Syrian bend of the
Euphrates (Woolley 1914, 90-1 and Pl. XXVII/a; Hogarth 1920, 25, Pl. I/2; Amiet 1963, 69 and
1980, 65, P1. 72/952) (Fig. 1/a). It was part of a group of objects allegedly belonging to one tomb
(Tomb-group 1) and purchased by Woolley. Unfortunately, its context cannot be ascertained. The
pots from this tomb (if it ever contained any) were mixed with the ceramics from two other tombs.

5 See Pfilzner 1998 and Khuera 1998b for dating. Many other identical crescentic axe heads are known, but their contexts
are ill-defined.
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Fig. 2. Two inscribed cylinder seals from Tell Khuera (after Moortgat and Moortgat-Correns 1978).

This heterogeneous assemblage includes Euphrates Banded Ware and one corrugated goblet of
the Mardikh IIB1 type. It therefore covers the whole EB III period and not only the Late EB
I1I/Early EB 1V transition as has been asserted (Wafler 1979, 791; Curvers 1991, 36; Jamieson
1993, 54). One flat axe head, two straight toggle pins and several beads were associated with our
cylinder seal, but they do not permit a closer dating. As far as I know, the inscription has not
been interpreted (Amiet 1963, 69, reads ““‘ma-zu-¢”

There are two further early inscribed north-Syrian sealings that are much better stratified than
the previous glyptic material. They come from Tell Khuera (Moortgat and Moortgat-Correns
1978, 30-1 and Abb. 12-13) (Fig. 2). They were found in level 5 of the West extension of the
Kleiner Antentempel.® Their motifs are arranged in two registers separated by a double median
line. Their style is local and they are engraved with signs that look like rudimentary pictographs.
I am not aware of anyone having tried to interpret or even comment on them. The level from
which they were excavated is now fairly securely dated to the beginning of Khuera IC, that is
ca 2600 Bc (Pfilzner 1998; Khuera 1998b; Lebeau 2000, Table IV).

In contrast to the Mari cylinder seals, seals used to impress the Khuera sealings were certainly
not imported. It means that the pictographs were locally engraved. However, until they are
deciphered, they cannot be used to support a knowledge of writing in the north-Syrian Jezirah in
early EB 111, for they could have served some ornamental purpose. They do show that at least
the existence of cuneiform signs was known by north-Syrian peoples well before the end of ED
IT1b, probably through the Fara glyptics. Even if our Mari examples were found out of context,
they would allow us to account for the presence at Khuera not only of pictographs, but also of
Fara-style sealings that were found in Steinbau I, level 7a (Orthmann 1995, Abb. 14/9) and level
5 (ibid., Abb. 14/4, 6 and 7) in the early stage of period IC,” and also in an indeterminate context
(Moortgat 1965, 7, 43-4, Abb. 1; Amiet 1980, 206, P1. 130/1744).

A final inscription is probably also early (Fig. 3). It comes once again from Mari (INANNA-
zazA Tempie, Room 13). It is engraved on the statue of a worshipper whose name was first
transcribed as TAGGE (Parrot 1953, 211-12 and Fig. 10 and 1956, 49-51, Figs. 53—6 and Pl. XXIV).
The stylistic attribution of this sculpture is difficult as only the lower part of the body has survived,
although a nude torso, much damaged, may have belonged to it. Considering that only the bottom
of the skirt is fringed and that the whole statue is awkwardly cut, it is probably not later than the
first part of ED III (Spycket 1981, 70—1 and Fig. 26). So the inscription should be of the same date.

®This area is now known as K-West. 7See Pfilzner 1998; Khuera 1998b; Lebeau 2000, Table IV
for dating.
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36 PHILIPPE QUENET

Fig. 3.  Gypsum statue of TAGGE from Mari (after Spycket 1981).

Once we accept this dating, Edzard’s comments about the inscription (Edzard 1985) become
enlightening. The signs are recognizable, he says, but so oddly combined that their reading remains
unclear. One may suppose that, before standard rules of orthography were finally adopted, there
was a period of training, hesitation, adaptation and chaotic spelling, for we must not forget that
the south-Mesopotamian cuneiform system was not originally conceived for the transcription of
the language of Mari.

From the beginning to the end of EB III, the cuneiform script does not seem to have been used
on smaller sites. Yet a handful of numerical tablets were found on Middle Khabur sites such as
Tell Kashkashok (Talon and van Lerberghe 1993, 21, No. 130), Tell ar-Raqa’i (Curvers and
Schwartz 1990, 7, Fig. 7; Schwartz and Curvers 1993-4, 253), Tell ‘Atij (Fortin 1988, 114; 1989,
47-8, Fig. 16; Fortin 1990, 239, Fig. 20; Fortin 1993-4, Abb. 37; Fortin 1993, 285, Nos. 179, 444;
Talon and van Lerberghe 1993, 214, No. 128) and Tell Bderi (Pfilzner 1990, 77; Maul 1992; Talon
and van Lerberghe 1993, 214, No. 129). Whether those sites were in one way or another linked
to the major surrounding urban centres is still a matter of debate. There is no doubt, however,
that the use of tablets and of a numerical written system was inspired by models commonly found
in urbanized areas: ‘‘Palais Présargonique 17 in Mari yielded such a numerical tablet (Parrot
1965, 12 and Fig. 10) and very similar numerical tablets, probably out of context, come from
Middle Bronze Age levels at Tell Bi‘a (Krebernik 1990, 86-7, Nos. 22-3). One may wonder
moreover if bookkeeping would have been necessary in such small villages unless they had close
economic relations with the main cities of north Syria.

By the end of ED III the cuneiform writing system had become normalized and was widely
used in north Syria. Between them Mari, Beydar and Ebla have yielded thousands of tablets (for
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Fig. 4. Schematic stratigraphy of the Ishtar Temple at Mari.

a comprehensive overview, see Talon and van Lerberghe 1993). Isolated finds come from Tell Bi‘a
(Kohlmeyer and Strommenger 1995, 44-5, Abb. 1) and Tell Brak (Oates and Oates 1993, 159,
Fig. 43; Talon and van Lerberghe 1993, 267, No. 335). They contain religious, literary, historical,
lexical, administrative and accounting texts. The language is Semitic in every case, even if each
region transcribes its own dialect. The documents of this period have been the subject of many
studies, but it is especially important to note here that the scribal tradition from which they stem
is that of central Mesopotamia.®

Indeed, before the Akkadian period writing appears to have been confined, in north Syria, to
an area where Fara-style cylinder seals are also well attested. Both obviously spread along the
Euphrates. From central Mesopotamia they reached Mari, then the western Jezirah and inner
Syria. According to the data presented here, this phenomenon took place ca 2600 Bc or slightly
before, at the time when several other Early Dynastic cultural features were adopted in north
Syria. The adoption of cuneiform writing is therefore but one aspect of a much wider phenomenon.
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