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Understanding Relations Between Scripts II: Early Alphabets 

 

Abstracts 

 

Tuesday 21st March 
 

1.45pm: Silvia Ferrara (Rome, La Sapienza) “The Ugaritic Alphabet/s: A Typological 

Revolution?” 

With the aim of addressing the questions of “how” and “why” the Ugaritic alphabet was 

created, two key perspectives are taken into consideration. On the first point (“how”), and 

contrary to frequent and persistent positions in the scholarly literature, it is argued that the 

creation of the Ugaritic alphabet, despite being an “unusual” re-adaptation of a pre-existing 

template, never represented a case of typological revolution. This can be shown by a 

reassessment of the broader tradition that surrounded it, to show how the Ugaritic alphabet fit 

perfectly well into pre-existing epigraphic and linguistic contexts. On the second point 

regarding the intents behind its creation (“why”), which is a question that is often skirted or 

marginalized, it is argued that the answer is to be sought not in branding Ugaritic as an 

“ethnoscript” or the mere conveyor of a local vernacular, as is often suggested, but in 

appreciating its potential as a technological device that was naturally tied to the particularities 

of a specific socio-cultural package, while also designed to transcend those very boundaries. 

 

2.30pm: Philip Boyes (Cambridge) “Variation in alphabetic cuneiform: Rethinking the 

"Phoenician" inscription from Sarepta.” 

A pot-handle found in Sarepta in 1972 is unique in that it bears the only alphabetic cuneiform 

inscription (KTU 6.70) whose language can be identified as Phoenician. This linguistic 

feature has been the focus of most discussion of the item to date and other aspects, such as its  

material characteristics and archaeological and cultural contexts, have not received equal 

attention. This paper explores these issues, placing this object within its archaeological, 

cultural and epigraphic context. It considers how it can provide insights into questions of the 

variety and coherence of alphabetic cuneiform more broadly and its roles within different 

parts of Levantine society. 

 

 



3.45pm: Ben Haring (Leiden) “Ancient Egypt and the earliest known stages of alphabetic 

writing.” 

The oldest possible evidence of alphabetic writing is found on the Sinai Peninsula (Serabit el-

Khadim) and in the South of Egypt (Wadi el-Hol). The precise interpretation of the 

inscriptions is still uncertain, and their dating is controversial. Dates proposed by 

Egyptologists and Semitists range from the 19th/18th to 14th/13th centuries BCE, the latter 

making the Sinai and Wadi el-Hol texts contemporaneous with the well-known cuneiform 

alphabet of Ugarit. Due to these uncertainties, much of the development of the earliest 

traceable alphabet(s) remains obscure. Additional material, including a recently deciphered 

Egyptian ostracon showing the HLḤM alphabetic order, may in time help to reconstruct part 

of the historical process, in which Egyptian writing may have played a key role. 

 

 

Wednesday 22nd March 
 

9.30am : Reinhard G. Lehmann (Johannes Gutenberg University of Mainz), “Much ado 

about an implement! — How Early Alphabetic was Phoenicianised.” 

The paper will be to equal parts a description of what may have happened in the transitional 

period between (Northwest Semitic) Early Alphabetic and the so-called Standard Phoenician, 

and a debunking of the most prominent commonplace-misconceptions in terminology and 

method. 
 

 

10.15am: Roger Woodard (Buffalo) “Vowel Representation in the Archaic Greek and Old 

Aramaic Scripts: A Comparative Orthographic and Phonological Examination.” 

The single most transformative feature of the segmental script devised for spelling Greek in 

the ninth or eighth century BC was the incorporation into that script of symbols that represent 

vowel characters.  The West Semitic script that was adapted to create this Greek spelling 

system was one that fundamentally operated using only symbols for consonants.  This Greek 

development of distinct characters for vowels stands as a major conceptual advance in the 

history of writing.  Yet among West Semitic scripts, the Old Aramaic script (but not the 

Phoenician [with Cypriot Phoenician offering a certain exception]) of the period of Greek 

adaptation possessed strategies that allowed for the use of consonantal characters in a limited 

fashion to register the presence of vowel sounds in a word – the so called matres lectionis.  In 

this investigation I carefully examine Old Aramaic practices and phonology vis-à-vis the 

archaic Greek design of alphabetic symbols and their values to the end of determining the 

likelihood of the influence of the Semitic practice on the Greek, in which system a single 

symbol may in some instances also be used to represent both a consonant and a vowel sound.  

I argue that there is clear evidence of a Greek adaptation of Aramaic matres lectionis together 

with Phoenician symbols, embedded in a system informed by earlier Greek scripts, within a 

local context in which speakers of both East Ionic and another dialect (or other dialects) were 

present. 



11.30am: Willemijn Waal (Leiden) “The journey from East to West. Rethinking the 

transmission and introduction of the alphabet to Greece.” 

Though it is generally agreed upon that the Greeks borrowed (and modified) the alphabet 

from the Phoenicians, there is no consensus about the moment when this took place. Over the 

years, several dates have been proposed, ranging from the 14th to the 8th / 7th century BCE.  

In classical studies the prevalent opinion is that the alphabet was introduced in or not long 

before the 8th century BCE, when the first attestations of Greek alphabetic writing appear. 

There are, however, quite a number of indications (from existing and new evidence) that 

plead against this scenario. In this paper, the presently available archaeological, epigraphic 

and linguistic data will be discussed to argue the case for a much earlier introduction of the 

alphabet to the Aegean. 

 

12.15pm: Pippa Steele (Cambridge) “The development of Greek alphabets: fluctuations and 

standardisations.” 

Whether there was a single original adaptation of a Greek alphabet, or many separate 

adaptations, as argued variously by different scholars, it is undeniable that we eventually 

reach a situation where Greek alphabets have to be referred to in the plural. It is common to 

try to explain the distribution of local scripts with recourse to ta transmission of the alphabet 

from place to place, acquiring new or different features as it moved. My intention is to 

approach the question from the other end, by considering when the local alphabets first come 

to acquire their fixed sets of distinctive features, as far as we can tell from the surviving 

epigraphic record. Archaic Crete is used as a brief case study to examine the usefulness of 

thinking in terms of a standardisation process and its social context – with potential 

ramifications for our view of ‘local’ scripts in the earliest stages of Greek alphabetic texts. 

 

2.30pm: Giorgos Bourogiannis (Medelhavsmuseet, Stockholm) “Between scripts and 

languages: Inscribed intricacies from archaic Greek contexts.” 

The recovery of literacy is arguably the most significant outcome of the Early Iron Age cultural 

transformations that occurred in the Aegean. Following almost four centuries of oblivion, the 

art of writing was entering the Greek-speaking world anew and in an entirely new form that 

was easy to learn on a basic-level and possible to adapt the phonological setting of the Greek 

language. The formation of the Greek alphabet from the Phoenician abjad has been studied 

extensively and it seems that today there is a consensus between epigraphists, linguists and 

archaeologists over at least certain aspects of this transmission such as its chronological setting. 

Moreover, archaeological investigation in Greece during the last decades has added new 

written attestations, produced in Late Geometric and Archaic contexts. This evidence also 

includes a small yet interesting number of short inscriptions, mostly graffiti that represent 

rather intricate associations between language and script, the latter being either Greek or 

Semitic. The aim of the presentation is to locate such obscure instances of writing from the 

Aegean and to discuss them in relation to their archaeological, geographic and chronological 

context. Although limited and disparate, these graffiti may offer an additional glimpse into the 

many different occurrences of writing in Greece in the Geometric and archaic periods.   



3.15pm: Karin Tikkanen (Uppsala) “To <B> or not to <B>? Signs for voiced labials in 

Etruscan, Latin and Umbrian.” 

This paper discusses the mechanisms behind the transmission of the alphabet on the 

Apennine peninsula, exemplified through a case study of signs for voiced stops.  

The Etruscans were the main mediating factor on the peninsula in transmitting the alphabet, 

from the source, the Greek colonists on Pithekoussia, to the receiving tribes, and thus also 

affected the shape in which the alphabet was transmitted.  

Voicing was not a distinguishing feature in the Etruscan language. In Etruscan inscriptions, 

the signs <B> and <D> are never used and were eventually discarded from the abecedaria. 

The Latins acquired writing from the Etruscans, but Latin inscriptions, due to the 

requirements of the language, do feature the signs <B> and <D>, from the very earliest 

period onwards. 

The Umbrians also acquired writing from the Etruscans, in the 5th century, but although 

voicing was a distinguishing factor in the Umbrian language this never became a principle in 

the Umbrian national alphabet. <D> is not seen until in the 2nd century, when the Latin 

alphabet was introduced in the area. However, in the earlier Iguvine Tablets, written in the 

Umbrian national alphabet, the voiced bilabial is mostly written using the voiceless 

equivalent, <P>, but sometimes using <B>.  

This paper analyzes the presence/lack of <B> in early inscriptions from these languages. It is 

shown that although voicing is a distinguishing factor in a language, the risk of written 

ambiguity may not always be high enough to warrant the introduction/invention of a written 

sign. The chapter also offers an explanation for the varying Umbrian spelling. 

 

4.00pm: Coline Ruíz Darasse (CNRS, Bordeaux) “Writings in network? The case of 

Palaeohispanic scripts.” 

The Iberian Peninsula presents an exceptional graphic situation during the first millennium 

BC. Most probably through contacts with the Phoenicians, Southern populations of the 

peninsula developed during the VIth c. BC a semi-syllabary, soon borrowed and gradually 

modulated by their neighbours. Contacts with Greeks also gave birth, locally in the IVth c. 

BC, to some specific uses of the Greek alphabet to write an Iberian language. Finally at the 

same time, in the northeast of the peninsula, graphic innovations for which it is still difficult 

to discern the origins show a specific development of the Levantine script, in an Iberian 

world enmeshed in a network of multiple contacts. With a focus on the first evidence for each 

of these graphic systems and by specifying their context of appearance and the paleographic 

data, we shall try to point out the various influences between the types of writing found in 

Iberian Peninsula. 

 

 

  


