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Writing 

• Writing is not a purer form of language than 
speech! 

• Writing is a system of recording language by 
means of visible / tactile marks 

• Writing is NOT object of linguistics 

 

 speech – written text 

music – written notes  



Words spoken are symbols of affections or 
impressions of the soul; written words are 
symbols of words spoken.  (Aristotle: Peri 
Hermeneias) 

Language and writing are two distinct 
systems of signs; the second exists for the sole 
purpose of representing the first. The 
linguistic object is not both the written and 
the spoken forms of words; the spoken form 
alone constitutes the object. (F. de Saussure: 
Course in General Linguistics) 



Writing systems of the world 

semiography  
(meaning-based writing)  

phonography  
(sound-based writing) 



Predecessors of Writing 

Wampums (shell beads)  

Things 

Quipu from Inca people (talking knots)  
Pictograms (cave paintings) 



semiography  
(meaning-based writing)  

phonography  
(sound-based writing) 

pictography 

The story of an Eskimo hunter 



pictography 

ideography 

Luwian 

Egyptian hieroglyphs 

[re]  [re]  ‘sun’ ‘god’ 

sun god of the sun 

concave 

salient ‘up’ 

‘down’ 
Chinese 



ideography 

pictography 



pictography 

ideography morphography 

language independent language dependent 

rebus 
writing 

Itzkoatl 

Itz ‘arrow’ 
ko ‘container’ 
atl ‘water flow’ 

Aztec 

Rebus writing 



pictography 

ideography morphography 

language independent language dependent 

rebus 
writing 

Rebus writing 

 两个人 二千 

20 two people 

Chinese 



• Relationship between the symbol and its referent 
is mostly arbitrary 

• A graphic unit corresponds to a meaningful and 
grammatically autonomous unit (a word or a 
morpheme) 

• Each morpheme gets its own symbol, thousands 
of symbols needed 

• There are two major logographic writing systems: 
Sumerian (Cuneiform) and Chinese 

• Further in the writing of Japanese, less frequently 
in Korean, formerly in Vietnamese 
 
 

Morphographic systems 



Sumerian writing 

sevcikova@ufal.mff.cuni.cz 

• one of the earliest writing systems 
– Sumerians in southern Mesopotamia 

– clay tablets with pictures of objects (semi-pictographic writing) 
• animals and their body parts, tools, plants etc. discernible 

• baked clay tablets are heavy, but indestructible 

• early tablets 
– signs conventionalized in form, but considerable variation 

• the composition of the line drawing not standardized 

– the primary referent of the signs were physical objects (e.g. a bull) 

• pictograms developed into  

cuneiform signs (klínové písmo) 

 

app. 3500 BC: 

http://oi.uchicago.edu/OI/MUS/ED/TRC/MESO/writing.html 



Graphic 
development 
of Sumerian 
cuneiform 

signs 

• cuneiform signs used for 3 thousand years 

– 900 to 1,000 attested independently occurring signs in total 
• a very limited expressive power (cf. an average high-school student uses vocabulary of 

app. 20,000 words, in comprehensive dictionaries 300,000 words listed) 



Graphic 
development 

of Chinese 
characters 

(Coulmas, 2003, 51) 

• grew out of drawings of 
natural objects 

• their origin still unclear, 
app. 1750–1040 BC 



Graphical structure of Chinese characters 

• In Chinese, characters map onto morphemes and words 

• lishu 
– first major lexicon compiled, about 120 AD: 9,500 characters, based on six 

formation principles (simple pictograms, ideographs etc.) 

• lexicon of current Chinese 
– Tradition of Chinese lexicography: adding characters, never eliminating any 

– Huang and Huang (1989) 
• 74,000 characters, 25,000 out of which are variants 

– List of Modern Chinese Characters for Everyday Use by the Committee for the 
Writing of the National language (1988): 

• a primary list od 2,500 characters, a secondary list of another 1,000 characters 

• considered sufficient for other than specialized and technical texts 

– statistics: 
• 1,000 most common characters account for about 90 % of all characters used in publications directed 

at a general readership 

• another 1,400 characters necessary to cover the next 9 % 

• another 1,400 characters to raise the level to 99.9 % 
– reflecting the Zipf’s law 



pictography 

ideography morphography 

language independent language dependent 

rebus 
writing 

determinatives, 
keys 

to distinguish 
homonyms... 

en. Polish – polish 
g. Leben – leben 
 

Egyptian hieroglyphs 

[re]  [re]  ‘sun’ ‘god’ 

sun god of the sun 



• The basic graphic units are interpreted as 
speech syllables 
– a syllable is a unit of speech that can be articulated in 

isolation and bears a single degree of stress (English) or a 
single tone (Chinese)  

– typically,  a syllable is a consonant followed by a vowel (CV 

– different languages allow for different syllables 

VC 

V 

CVC 

CvCV 

CCCVCC 
EN: strength 

Syllabic Writing System 



• No writing system could map speech syllables to 
graphic signs in the ratio 1:1 

• Languages combine different strategies developed 
for syllabic writing to decrease the number of signs 
in comparison to the number of speech syllables  

• combining simple syllables, disregarding minor distinctions 
such as aspiration of final consonants 

• combining syllables with logograms 

• One of the most well-known examples of syllabic 
systems is the Katakana writing system in Japanese 

Syllabic Writing System 



Japanese Writing System 
• Kanji - logographic system,  

adopted Chinese characters 

• Kana (syllabic) 
– Hiragana (used primarily for native or naturalised 

Japanese words and grammatical elements) 

– Katakana (used primarily for foreign words and names) 

46 46 >50,000 



pictography 

ideography morphography 

language independent language dependent 

rebus 
writing 

determinatives, 
keys 

syllabic systems 

consonant system 



Consonantal writing systems (Abjad) 

• signs represent the consonantal value of a 
syllable, ignore the vocalic element  

• a certain amount of guess is needed to 
determine which syllable is represented 

Arabic 

zaman ‘time’ 

z m n 

Phoenician 



kataba  ََكَتبor  كتب" he wrote" (masculine) 
kutiba  َكُتِبor  كتب" it was written" (masculine) 
yaktub(u)  ُيكَْتبor  يكتب" he writes" (masculine) 
kitāb  كِتاَبor  كتاب" book“ 
kutub  ُكُتبor  كتب" books" (plural) 
kātib  ِكاتبor  كاتب" writer"  
katabat  َكَتبَةor  كتبة" clerks“ 
katā’ib  ِكَتائبor  كتائب“  "documents" 

pat pot  
pet put  
pit  

Arabic 

vowels differentiate root morphemes  

vowel differences generally do not distinguish morphemes 

English 



Diacritic 
• a mark put above, below, through or on a 

letter (διακριτικός -  'distinguishing') 

– For Latin script: from 24 to more than 100 signs 

– For Cyrillic script: from 33 to ca. 60 signs 

acute accent ( ´ ) 

fr.  café 
rus. микрофóн 
cs. káva 
pl.  sześć 
hs.  kósć 
viet.  dấu sắc 



God [elohim] 

Hebrew 

Izrael 

Arabic 



pictography 

ideography morphography 

language independent language dependent 

syllabic systems 

alphabetic system 

consonant system 



• Alphabetic letters encode phonemic 
segments 

• Less than 50 symbols is needed to 
make this system work 

• Languages: English, German, Greek, 
Czech, … 

 

 

 

Alphabetic Writing System 
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