
Writing – Die Schrift  

 

Mesopotamia 

The original Mesopotamian writing system was initially derived from a system of clay tokens 

used to represent commodities. By the end of the 4th millennium BC, this had evolved into a 

method of keeping accounts, using imprints of a wedge-shaped stylus (hence the term 

cuneiform), at first only for numbers, and finally a general purpose writing system, initially used 

to represent Sumerian. This writing system was originally a logographic writing system, but had 

begun to evolve phonetic elements by the 29th century BC. By the 26th century BC, this script 

had been adapted to another Mesopotamian language, Akkadian, and from there to others such as 

Hurrian, and Hittite. Scripts similar in appearance to this writing system include those for 

Ugaritic and Old Persian. 

 

Egypt 

The earliest known hieroglyphic inscriptions are the Narmer Palette, dating to c.3200 BC, and 

several recent discoveries that may be slightly older, though the glyphs were based on a much 

older artistic tradition. The hieroglyphic script was logographic with phonetic adjuncts that 

included an effective alphabet. 

Writing was very important in maintaining the Egyptian empire, and literacy was concentrated 

among an educated elite of scribes. Only people from certain backgrounds were allowed to train 

to become scribes, in the service of temple, pharaonic, and military authorities. The hieroglyph 

system was always difficult to learn, but in later centuries was purposefully made even more so, 

as this preserved the scribes' status. 

The world's oldest known alphabet was developed in central Egypt around 2000 BC from a 

hieroglyphic prototype, and over the next 500 years spread to Palestine and eventually to the rest 

of the world. 

 

Phoenician writing system and descendents 

The Phoenician writing system was adapted from the Proto-Caananite script in around the 11th 

century BC, which in turn borrowed ideas from Egyptian hieroglyphics. This writing system was 

an abjad - that is, a writing system in which only consonants are represented. This script was 

adapted by the Greeks, who adapted certain consonantal signs to represent their vowels. This 

alphabet in turn was adapted by various peoples to write their own language, resulting in the 

Etruscan alphabet, and its own descendents, such as the Latin alphabet and Runes. Other 

descendents from the Greek alphabet include the Cyrillic alphabet, used to write Russian, among 

others. The Phoenician system was also adapted into the Aramaic script, from which the Hebrew 

script and also that of Arabic are descended. 

 

China 

In China historians have found out a lot about the early Chinese dynasties from the written 

documents left behind. From the Shang Dynasty most of this writing has survived on bones or 

bronze implements. Markings on turtle shells have been carbon-dated to around 1,500 BC. 

Historians have found that the type of media used had an effect on what the writing was 

documenting and how it was used. 
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Indus Valley 

The Indus Valley script is one of the most fascinating and mysterious aspects of ancient Indian 

culture as it has not yet been deciphered. Although we have many example of the Indus script, 

without true understanding of how the script works and what the inscriptions say, it is impossible 

to understand the importance of writing in the pre-Indo-European Harappan Civilization. 

 

Elsewhere 

Many other systems have been developed independently, e.g. the complex Mayan writing. 

 

Evolution of the Greek alphabet 

 

siehe auch: Zeitbilder Seite 68 

 

According to legend, the inventor of the Greek alphabet was named Cadmus of Miletus, but this 

may be only a myth. 

The most notable change in the Greek alphabet, compared to its predecessor, the Phoenician 

alphabet, is the introduction of written vowels, without which Greek — unlike Phoenician — 

would be unintelligible. In fact most alphabets that contain vowels are derived ultimately from 

Greek, although there are exceptions (Hangul, Orkhon script, Ge'ez alphabet, Indic alphabets, 

and Old Hungarian script). The first vowels were alpha, epsilon, iota, omicron, and upsilon 

(copied from waw), modifications of either glides or breathing marks, which were mostly 

superfluous in Greek. In eastern Greek, which lacked breaths entirely, the letter eta was also used 

for a long e, and eventually the letter omega was introduced for a long o. Vowels were originally 

not used in Semitic alphabets, but even in the very old Ugaritic alphabet matres lectionis were 

used, i.e. consonant signs were used to denote vowels. 

Greek also introduced three new consonants, appended to the end of the alphabet as they were 

developed. These consonants made up for the lack of aspirates in Phoenician. In west Greek, 

actually, chi was used for /ks/ and psi for /kʰ/ — hence the value of our letter x, derived from chi. 

Over the middle ages these aspirates disappeared, so now theta, phi, and chi stand for /θ/, /f/, and 

/x/. The origin of those letters is disputed. 

The letter san was used at variance with sigma, and by classical times the latter won out, san 

disappearing from the alphabet. The letters waw (later called digamma) and qoppa disappeared, 

too, the former only needed for the western dialects and the latter never really needed at all. 

These lived on in the Ionic numeral system, however, which consisted of writing a series letters 

with precise numerical values. Sampi (apparently in a rare local glyph form from Ionia) was 

introduced at the end - to stand for 900. Thousands were written using a mark at the upper left 

('A for 1000, etc). 

Originally there were several variants of the Greek alphabet, most importantly western 

(Chalcidian) and eastern (Ionic) Greek; the former gave rise to the Old Italic alphabet and thence 

to the Latin alphabet. Athens took the Ionic script to be its standard in 403 BC, and shortly 

thereafter the other versions disappeared. By then Greek was always written left to right, but 

originally it had been written right to left (with asymmetrical characters flipped), and in-between 

written either way - or, most likely, boustrophedon, so that the lines alternate direction. 

During the Middle ages, the Greek scripts underwent changes paralleling those of the Roman 

alphabet: while the old forms were retained as a monumental script, uncial and eventually 

minuscule hands came to dominate. The letter σ is even written ς at the ends of words, 

paralleling the use of the long and short s at the time. Aristophanes of Byzantium also introduced 

the process of accenting Greek letters for easier pronunciation. 
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Evolution of the Latin alphabet 

 

It is generally held that the Latins adopted the western variant of the Greek alphabet in the 7th 

century BC from Cumae, a Greek colony in southern Italy. From the Cumae alphabet, the 

Etruscan alphabet was derived and the Latins finally adopted 21 of the original 26 Etruscan 

letters. 

The original Latin alphabet was: 
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 C stood for both g and k.  

 I stood for both i and j.  

 V stood for both u and v.  

Later the Z was dropped and a new letter G was placed in its position. An attempt by the emperor 

Claudius to introduce three additional letters was short-lived, but after the conquest of Greece in 

the first century BC the letters Y and Z were, respectively, adopted and readopted from the 

Greek alphabet and placed at the end. Now the new Latin alphabet contained 23 letters: 

 
Symbol: A B C D E F G H I K L M N O P Q R S T V X Y Z 

Latin name of 

letter: 
ā bē cē dē ē ef gē hā ī kā el em en ō pē qū er es tē ū ex ī Graeca zēta 

 

The Duenos inscription, dated to the 6th century BC, shows the earliest known forms of the Old 

Latin alphabet.  

W is a letter made up from two V's or U's. It was added in late Roman times to represent a 

Germanic sound. The letters U and J, similarly, were originally not distinguished from V and I, 

respectively. 

The Latin names of some of the letters are disputed. In general, however, the Romans did not use 

the traditional (Semitic-derived) names as in Greek: the names of the stop consonant letters were 

formed by adding [eː] to the sound (except for C, K, and Q which needed different vowels to 

distinguish them) and the names of the continuants consisted either of the bare sound, or the 

sound preceded by [ɛ]. The letter Y when introduced was probably called hy [hyː] as in Greek 

(the name upsilon being not yet in use) but was changed to i Graeca ("Greek i") as the [i] and [y] 

sounds merged in Latin. Z was given its Greek name, zeta. For the Latin sounds represented by 

the various letters see Latin spelling and pronunciation; for the names of the letters in English see 

English alphabet. 

 

Medieval and later developments 

siehe auch Zeitbilder S. 111 - 112 

 

It was not until the Middle Ages that the letter J (representing non-syllabic I) and the letters U 

and W (to distinguish them from V) were added. 

The alphabet used by the Romans consisted only of capital (upper case or majuscule) letters. The 

lower case (minuscule) letters developed in the Middle Ages from cursive writing, first as the 

uncial script, and later as minuscule script. The old Roman letters were retained for formal 

inscriptions and for emphasis in written documents. The languages that use the Latin alphabet 

generally use capital letters to begin paragraphs and sentences and for proper nouns. The rules 

for capitalization have changed over time, and different languages have varied in their rules for 

capitalization. Old English, for example, was rarely written with even proper nouns capitalised; 

whereas Modern English of the 18th century had frequently all nouns capitalised, in the same 

way that Modern German is today, e.g. "All the Sisters of the old Town had seen the Birds". 
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Spread of the Latin alphabet 

The Latin alphabet spread from Italy, along with the Latin language, to the lands surrounding the 

Mediterranean Sea with the expansion of the Roman Empire. The eastern half of the Roman 

Empire, including Greece, Asia Minor, the Levant, and Egypt, continued to use Greek as a lingua 

franca, but Latin was widely spoken in the western half of the Empire, and as the western 

Romance languages, including Spanish, French, Catalan, Portuguese and Italian, evolved out of 

Latin they continued to use and adapt the Latin alphabet. With the spread of Western Christianity 

the Latin alphabet spread to the peoples of northern Europe who spoke Germanic languages, 

displacing their earlier Runic alphabets, as well as to the speakers of Baltic languages, such as 

Lithuanian and Latvian, and several (non-Indo-European) Finno-Ugric languages, most notably 

Hungarian, Finnish and Estonian. During the Middle Ages the Latin alphabet also came into use 

among the peoples speaking West Slavic languages, including the ancestors of modern Poles, 

Czechs, Croats, Slovenes, and Slovaks, as these peoples adopted Roman Catholicism; the 

speakers of East Slavic languages generally adopted both Orthodox Christianity and the Cyrillic 

alphabet. 

As late as 1492, the Latin alphabet was limited primarily to the languages spoken in western, 

northern and central Europe. The Orthodox Christian Slavs of eastern and southern Europe 

mostly used the Cyrillic alphabet, and the Greek alphabet was still in use by Greek-speakers 

around the eastern Mediterranean. The Arabic alphabet was widespread within Islam, both 

among Arabs and non-Arab nations like the Iranians, Indonesians, Malays, and Turkic peoples. 

Most of the rest of Asia used a variety of Brahmic alphabets or the Chinese script. 

Over the past 500 years, the Latin alphabet has spread around the world. It spread to the 

Americas, Australia, and parts of Asia, Africa, and the Pacific with European colonization, along 

with the Spanish, Portuguese, English, French, and Dutch languages. In the late eighteenth 

century, the Romanians adopted the Latin alphabet; although Romanian is a Romance language, 

the Romanians were predominantly Orthodox Christians, and until the nineteenth century the 

Church used the Cyrillic alphabet. Vietnam, under French rule, adapted the Latin alphabet for 

use with the Vietnamese language, which had previously used Chinese characters. The Latin 

alphabet is also used for many Austronesian languages, including Tagalog and the other 

languages of the Philippines, and the official Malaysian and Indonesian languages, replacing 

earlier Arabic and indigenous Brahmic alphabets. In 1928, as part of Kemal Atatürk's reforms, 

Turkey adopted the Latin alphabet for the Turkish language, replacing the Arabic alphabet.  
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