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The Invention of Writing 
Nunc	Agenda:	What	is	the	purpose	of	writing	in	general?	What	can	writing	do	that	speaking	cannot?	Try	to	list	in	the	

space	below	some	examples	of	uses	of	writing	that	cannot	be	accomplished	orally.	When	finished,	examine	the	
infographic	and	the	text	and	answer	the	questions	that	follow.	

	
	

	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

1. When	was	cuneiform	writing	first	
invented,	and	why	do	we	call	it	
“cuneiform”?	

	
	
	

Chapter 2 Section 1 33

Cuneiform
Symbol

Meaning Mountain Orchard Fish

SOURCE: Stephen Bertman, Handbook to Life in
Ancient Mesopotamia

INFOGRAPHIC

    The Sumerians sometimes pressed 
tokens into the surface of a clay enve-
lope before placing them within it, 
perhaps to indicate its contents.

1

Using a stylus, a Sumerian
scribe wrote in columns
beginning at the top left
corner of the tablet and

working to the right.

Around 8000 B.C., Sumerians began using differently shaped clay tokens to 
represent various items of exchange, such as sheep, bread, or oil. To record
economic transactions, they placed the tokens inside clay envelopes often 
shaped like balls. Around 3500 B.C., Sumerians began to press the tokens into 
clay tablets to make signs. They also started marking the clay using a sharp 
tool called a stylus. Around 3200 B.C., they created a true writing system that 
included symbols that represented words or syllables.

    A scribe listed quantities of various 
commodities on this clay tablet using 
both token impressions and a stylus.

2

    Scribes wrote cuneiform on 
both sides of a tablet, which was 
small enough to hold in one hand.

3
Thinking Critically
1. Draw Inferences How do you think 

the use of clay shaped the writing 
system the Sumerians developed?

2. Make Comparisons How did 
cuneiform writing allow Sumerians to 
communicate more effectively than 
they could using tokens and clay 
envelopes?

Sumerians Invent Writing By 3200 B.C., Sumerians had invented
the earliest known writing. It was later called cuneiform (kyoo NEE uh
fawrm), from the Latin word cuneus for “wedge,” because scribes wrote
by making wedge-shaped marks on clay tablets. Cuneiform grew out of a
system of pictographs used to record goods brought to temple store-
houses. Later, the Sumerians developed symbols to represent more com-
plicated thoughts. As their writing evolved, the Sumerians used it to
record not only economic exchanges but also myths, prayers, laws, and
business contracts.

Sumerian scribes had to go through years of difficult schooling to
acquire their skills. Discipline was strict. Untidy copying or talking in
class could be punished by caning. Students who did well often learned
about religion, mathematics, and literature as well.

How was Sumerian society structured?

Please purchase PDF Split-Merge on www.verypdf.com to remove this watermark.
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2. Look	at	the	first	step	the	Sumerians	took	toward	writing	in	8000	BCE.	If	you	were	sending	10	goats	with	a	
merchant	to	a	neighboring	town,	why	might	it	be	a	good	idea	to	send	him	with	a	sealed	clay	“envelope”	
containing	10	goat	tokens?	What	function	could	that	serve?	

	
	
	
	

3. Over	time,	the	Sumerians	began	pressing	the	tokens	onto	the	outside	of	the	envelopes,	like	a	stamp,	to	
show	how	many	were	inside.	Why	do	you	think	they	did	this,	and	how	did	this	get	them	closer	to	writing?	

	
	
	
	
	

4. Eventually,	to	make	the	whole	process	quicker	and	easier,	they	stopped	using	tokens	and	just	drew	symbols	
instead,	finally	creating	early	cuneiform,	which	would	continue	to	become	more	and	more	complex.	How	did	
cuneiform	allow	Sumerians	to	communicate	more	effectively	they	could	using	tokens	and	clay	envelopes?	

 
 
 
 
 
	

“If you have any sense, be a Scribe!” 
About	6000	years	after	the	birth	of	agriculture,	great	complex	civilizations	have	developed	in	river	valleys	
around	the	world.	None	is	more	famous	today	than	Ancient	Egypt.	The	primary	source	document	below,	
known	as	the	“Papyrus	Lansing,”	is	a	letter	of	advice	from	a	high-level	scribe	named	Nebmare-nakht,	to	his	
son	and	apprentice	Wenemdiamun,	urging	him	to	learn	the	skills	of	a	scribe.	A	scribe	was	a	person	who	knew	
how	to	read	and	write,	which	was	a	special	skill	in	ancient	times.	Their	role	in	society	would	be	similar	to	that	
of	lawyers,	accountants,	and	programmers	today	combined.	Scribes	often	worked	for	the	government,	as	is	
mentioned	in	this	text,	to	keep	track	of	what	everyone	else	in	society	was	producing	or	earning	in	order	to	
determine	how	much	they	should	be	taxed.	Read	and	annotate	the	letter	and	complete	the	analysis	below.	
	 	

[Apply	yourself	to	this]	noble	profession....	You	will	find	it	useful....	You	will	be	advanced	by	your	
superiors…	Love	writing,	reject	dancing;	then	you	will	become	a	worthy	official.	Do	not	long	for	the	
marshlands	[out	along	the	Nile].	Turn	your	back	on	throw-stick	[hunting]	and	chase.	By	day	write	with	
your	fingers;	recite	by	night.	Befriend	the	scroll,	the	palette.	It	pleases	more	than	wine.	Writing	for	him	
who	knows	it	is	better	than	all	other	professions.	It	pleases	more	than	bread	and	beer,	more	than	clothing	
and	ointment.	It	is	worth	more	than	an	inheritance	in	Egypt,	than	a	tomb	in	the	west.		
		
Young	fellow,	how	conceited	you	are!	You	do	not	listen	when	I	speak.	Your	heart	is	denser	than	a	great	
obelisk,	a	hundred	cubits	high,	ten	cubits	thick…	[T]hough	I	beat	you	with	every	kind	of	stick,	you	do	not	
listen.	If	I	knew	another	way	of	doing	it,	I	would	do	it	for	you,	that	you	might	listen.	You	are	a	person	fit	
for	writing,	though	you	have	not	yet	known	a	woman.	Your	heart	discerns,	your	fingers	are	skilled,	your	
mouth	is	apt	for	reciting…	You	are	busy	coming	and	going,	and	do	not	think	of	writing.	You	resist	
listening	to	me;	you	neglect	my	teachings…	[T]hough	I	spend	the	day	telling	you	"Write,"	it	seems	like	a	
plague	to	you.	Writing	is	very	pleasant!…	



See	for	yourself	with	your	own	eye.	The	occupations	lie	before	you.	
	
The	washerman's	day	is	going	up,	going	down.	All	his	limbs	are	weak,	[from]	
whitening	his	neighbor's	clothes	every	day,	from	washing	their	linen.		
The	maker	of	pots	is	smeared	with	soil,	like	one	whose	relatives	have	died.	His	
hands,	his	feet	are	full	of	clay;	he	is	like	one	who	lives	in	the	bog	(swamp).		
The	tanner	(maker	of	leathers)	mingles	with	vats.	His	odor	is	penetrating.	His	hands	
are	red	with	madder	(a	red	die),	like	one	who	is	smeared	with	blood.	He	looks	behind	him	
for	the	kite	(hawk-like	bird),	like	one	whose	flesh	is	exposed.		
The	watchman	prepares	garlands	and	polishes	vase-stands.	He	spends	a	night	of	toil	
(work)	just	as	one	on	whom	the	sun	shines.		
The	merchants	travel	downstream	and	upstream.	They	are	as	busy	as	can	be,	carrying	
goods	from	one	town	to	another.	They	supply	him	who	has	wants.	But	the	tax	collectors	
carry	off	the	gold,	that	most	precious	of	metals.		
The	ships'	crews	from	every	house	[of	commerce	(trade)],	they	receive	their	loads.	
They	depart	from	Egypt	for	Syria,	and	each	man's	god	is	with	hi	m.	[But]	not	
one	of	them	says:	"We	shall	see	Egypt	again!"		
The	carpenter	who	is	in	the	shipyard	carries	the	timber	and	stacks	it.	If	he	gives	today	the	output	of	
yesterday,	woe	to	his	limbs!	The	shipwright	(ship	builder)	stands	behind	him	to	tell	him	evil	things.		
His	outworker	who	is	in	the	fields,	his	is	the	toughest	of	all	the	jobs.	He	spends	the	day	loaded	with	his	
tools,	tied	to	his	toolbox.	When	he	returns	home	at	night,	he	is	loaded	with	the	toolbox	and	the	timbers,	
his	drinking	mug,	and	his	whetstones.		
The	scribe,	he	alone,	records	the	output	of	all	of	them.	Take	note	of	it!...	

	
Let	me	also	expound	to	you	the	situation	of	the	peasant	

[farmer],	that	other	tough	occupation…	By	day	he	cuts	
his	farming	tools;	by	night	he	twists	rope.	Even	his	
midday	hour	he	spends	on	farm	labor.	He	equips	
himself	to	go	to	the	field	[with	so	many	tools]	as	if	he	
were	a	warrior.	The	dried	field	lies	in	front	of	him.	He	

goes	out	to	buy	a	team	(group	of	oxen	to	use	for	plowing	
the	field)…	Come	dawn	[the	next	day],	he	goes	to	[start	his	
work]	and	does	not	find	[the	team]	in	its	place.	He	spends	
three	days	searching	for	[them].	[Eventually]	he	finds	
them	[dead]	in	the	swamp.	He	finds	no	skin	on	them;	the	

jackals	(wild	dogs)	have	chewed	them…	Then,	when	he	[returns	to]	his	field	he	finds	[his	crops	have	
failed].	He	spends	time	cultivating	(planting	new	seeds),	and	the	snake	is	[following]	after	him.	It	[eats	up]	
the	seed	as	it	is	cast	(thrown)	to	the	ground.	[The	farmer]	does	not	see	a	[single]	green	blade	(leaf)…	
	
Now	the	scribe	[working	to	collect	taxes	for	the	government]	lands	on	the	shore.	He	surveys	the	harvest	
[and	says,]	"Give	grain."	[The	peasant	replies,]	"There	is	none."	[So	the	farmer]	is	beaten	savagely.	He	is	
bound,	thrown	into	a	well,	submerged	head	down	[to	try	to	make	him	give	up	grain	he	is	holding	back]…	
When	it	is	over,	there	is	no	grain	[because	he	never	had	any	to	begin	with].	
	
If	you	have	any	sense,	be	a	scribe.	If	you	have	learned	about	the	peasant,	you	will	not	be	able	to	be	one.	
Take	note	of	it!....	[As	a	scribe,]	you	are	dressed	in	fine	clothes;	you	own	horses.	Your	boat	is	on	the	river;	
you	are	supplied	with	attendants.	You	stride	about	inspecting.	A	mansion	is	built	in	your	town	[for	you].	



You	have	a	powerful	office,	given	you	by	the	king.	Male	and	female	slaves	are	around	you.	Put	the	
writings	in	your	heart,	and	you	will	be	protected	from	all	kinds	of	toil	(hard	work)…		

 

HAPPY Analysis 
1. HISTORICAL	CONTEXT:	What	information	about	Ancient	Egyptian	society,	or	ancient	river	valley	

civilizations	in	general,	should	be	understood	in	order	to	fully	appreciate	this	document?	What	
valuable	information	does	this	primary	source	document	tell	us	about	ancient	Egyptian	society?	

	
	
	
	
	
	

2. AUDIENCE:	For	whom	was	the	source	created,	and	how	might	this	affect	the	reliability	or	accuracy	
of	the	source?	

	
	
	

3. PURPOSE:	Why	was	this	text	produced	at	the	time	it	was	produced?		What	was	the	author’s	goal	in	
producing	the	document?	

	
	
	

4. POINT	OF	VIEW:	What	is	the	author’s	point	of	view,	and	how	does	it	affect	his	writing?	What	does	
he	think	about	professions	other	than	that	of	the	scribe?	

	
	
	
	
	

a. BIAS:	Do	you	think	this	author	is	biased?	Why?	Explain	using	evidence	form	the	document.	
	
	
	

b. MISSING	VOICES:	What	other	documents	would	be	necessary	to	overcome	potential	bias	
and	get	a	fuller	picture?	Whose	voices	are	not	being	represented	in	the	document?	What	do	
you	think	they	might	say?	

	
	
	

5. WHY:	Why	is	this	document	worth	studying?	What	does	it	reveal	to	us?	What	general	lessons,	
realizations,	or	connections	to	other	periods	(even	today)	can	come	from	reading	this	document?	

	


