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T he Sumerians of ancient 

Mesopotamia are credited with 

inventing the earliest form of 

writing. The oldest clay tablets which 

have been unearther are from around 

3500B.C . The writings on these 

tablets are simple pictures, or 

pictograms, which represent an 

object or an idea. Because clay is a 

difficult material on which to draw 

lines and curves, the Mesopotamians 

eventually reduced pictograms into a 

series of wedge-shaped signs that 

they pressed into clay with a reed 

stylus. This wedge-shaped writing is 

called cuneiform. Like all inventions,  

writing emerged because there was a 

need for it in education, trade and 

other public sectors of an early 

civilisation. In Mesopotamia, it was 

developed as a record-keeping vehicle 

for commercial transactions or 

administrative procedures.  

S cribes enjoyed high social privileges 

and respect because they were seen as the 

keepers of justice in court cases and as the 

preservers of of history in culture. 

Eventually, cuneiform script was used to 

produce some of the greatest literary works 

in recorded history. Many scribes devoted 

their career to training future scribes. Some 

even wrote textbooks 

for their student 

scribe. The Sumerian 

writing system during 

the early periods was 

in constant change. 

The original direction 

of writing was from 

top to bottom, but for 

reasons unknown, it 

changed to left-to-

right very early on 

around 3000 B.C. This 

also affected the 

orientation of the 

signs by rotating all of 

them 90° counter clockwise. Another 

change in this early system involved the 

style of the signs. The early signs were 

more linear in that the strokes making up 

the signs were lines and curves. But after 

3000 B.C these strokes started to evolve 

into wedges, thus changing the visual style 

of the signs from linear to cuneiform. 

T he sumerian cuneiform script was 

adopted by the Akkadians from ca. 2500 

B.C, and by 2000 B.C, had evolved into Old 

Assyrian cuneiform, with many 

modifications to the Sumerian. At this 

stage, the former pictograms were reduced 

to a high level of abstraction, and were 

composed of only five basic wedge shapes: 

horizontal, vertical, two diagonals 

impressed vertically by the tip of the stylus. 

Because Sumerian was a dead language to 

Akkadian scribes, they modified it and 

added their own symbols to keep up with 

their growing empire.  This mixed method 

of writing continued through the end of 

the Babylonian and Assyrian empires, 

although there were periods when "purism" 

was in fashion and there was a more 

marked tendency to spell out the words 

using a native writing system instead of the 

ancient Sumerian cuneiform 
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