
La naissance et le 
développement de l’écriture 
dans le Proche-Orient antique : 
  

les nouvelles données 
iraniennes.



- L‟histoire du Plateau iranien peut être envisagée selon 

deux cycles d‟urbanisation: 

- Du 10ème au 2ème millénaire av. J.-C.; 

- Du 2ème millénaire av. J-C. à aujourd‟hui; 

 

- Le premier cycle est caractérisé par l‟apparition de la 

sédentarisation, de l‟agriculture et de l‟élevage ; 

- L‟apogée de ce premier cycle correspond au 3ème 

millénaire, avec le commerce à grande distance, de 

grandes villes, l‟écriture, l‟art et les premiers Etats. 

1500 av. J.-C. 

3000- 

2000 

av. J.-C.  















- Iran is today in the Arabic alphabet community. 

Current writing systems distribution in the world 



A big mistake: 

confusion between language and writing 



LANGUAGE 





Romance 
languages 

Germanic 
languages 

Slavic 
languages 

Greek language 

Indo-Iranian  
languages 



La langue Hatamtite/Elamite, pourrait être considérée 
comme une sorte de « Basque du Proche-Orient », la 
langue parlée localement avant l’arrivée des 
populations indo-européenne (Iraniens). 



WRITING 
SYSTEMS 



 سالو سا وا ؟
salu sa va ? 
Salut, ça va ? 

?   a-w  a-s  ou-l-a-s  - the same language  
(French),  
- different writing systems  
(Linear Elamite,  
Arabic alphabet,  
Latin alphabet) 

sa  - lu        sa                wa              ? 



Hi, how are you ? 
Salut, ça va ? 
Salam, chetor hasti ? 

The same writing system (Latin alphabet),  
different languages (English, French, Persian). 



The ancient Near East: 

the dawn of civilization 





The ancient Near East: 

the dawn of civilization 

WRITING !! 







C ? 



THE CURRENT PARADIGM 
(WIKIPEDIA vulgata) 

C 1 

2 



DECIPHERMENTS 



I  

The decipherment of Linear Elamite writing  
(Iran, ca. 2300-1850 BC) 





Before talking of Linear Elamite writing , let’s see some famous decipherments of Near Eastern 
writing systems and understand how they proceeded: 
- Egyptian hieroglyphs: J.-F. Champollion (/T. Young) 
- Near Eastern cuneiform: Grotefend/Rawlinson (and others…) 
 

Each decipherment always proceeds in the same way: 
 

FROM THE KNOWN TO THE UNKNOWN 
 
We will see in each case: 
-1) if the language recorded with this writing system was previously known ? 
-2) if proper names (of kings, gods, places) recorded with this writing system were previously 
known ? 
- 3) if there were bilingual texts ? 

Linear Elamite writing and its decipherment 



Trilingual inscriptions of Darius I 
and Xerxes I at Ganjnameh 

(Hamedan), Iran. 

= 



Decipherment, Old Persian 

u Carsten Niebuhr (1733–1815) was the first to 
produce accurate drawings of the cuneiform 
inscriptions in Persia. Reliable renderings are 
essential for successful work on deciphering an 
ancient writing system. 

u Established direction of script Left-to-Right 

u Distinguished three different types of scripts 





IRAN 
Middle Persian 

u During the time of the Sassanian 

empire (224–651 CE) kings left 

several victory reliefs below the 

tombs. 

u Some of these inscriptions are 

trilingual: Middle Persian, 

Parthian and Greek 



Middle Persian 

u  Silvestre de Sacy, Professor of 

Arabic, School of Living Oriental 

Languages, Paris. 

u 1787–1791: Decipherment of the 
Pahlavi inscriptions of the Sassanian 
kings. 

u Some of these inscriptions are 
attached like labels to the 
depictions, e.g., 

 

 This is the figure of the servant of 
Ormuzd, the god Ardeshir, king of 
kings of Iran, of the race of the 
gods, son of the god Babec, the 
king. 



Georg Friedrich Grotefend 1775-1853 

Henry Creswicke Rawlinson 
1810-1895 

CUNEIFORM WRITING 

Old Persian Old Persian 
Akkadian 



Decipherment 
OLD PERSIAN 

Old Persian recorded with a specific cuneiform script 

Georg Friedrich Grotefend (1775–1853), German philologist, teacher in 

Göttingen. 

Based on the small inventory of signs, Grotefend concluded that it must be an 
alphabetic script (suggesting that there were long and short vowels 
compensating for the large number of signs). 
 
The understanding of the structure of monumental inscriptions in Old Persian 
was based on the work of Anquetil-Duperron, who had studied Old Persian 
through the Zoroastrian Avesta (Avestic language), and Antoine Isaac 
Silvestre de Sacy, who had deciphered the monumental Pahlavi inscriptions 
of the Sassanid kings.  
 
By 1802, Grotefend (based on the work of Niehbur) conjectured that, based 
on the known inscriptions of much later rulers (the Pahlavi inscriptions of the 
Sassanid kings), that a king's name is often followed by “great king, king of 
kings” and the name of the king's father. 

 

Grotefend looked for the word for “king” and the title “king of kings,” which 

would repeat the word twice in two different inflections :  

 
𐎧 𐏁 𐎠 𐎹 𐎰 𐎡 𐎹     𐏐       𐎧 𐏁 𐎠 𐎹 𐎰 𐎡 𐎹 𐎠 𐎴 𐎶 

(x   -š -a -y  -θ  -i  -y       :        x   -š -a  -y -θ  -i  -y -a -n -m  

/xšāyaθiya xšāyaθiyānām/; compare to later Persian šâhan šâh). 
 

Achaemenid kings were known from Greek historians. The Old Persian form 

must have sounded similar. 

 

Xerxes’s name started with the same two signs as the word for king (x-š): 

𐎧 𐏁 𐎠 𐎹 𐎰 𐎡 𐎹 (x-š-a-y-θ-i-y; /Xšāyaθiya/) 

𐎧 𐏁 𐎹 𐎠 𐎼 𐏁 𐎠 (x-š-y-a-r-š-a; /Xšayār̥šā/) 

 

Grotefend’s initial decipherment did not yield a full list of alphabetic signs; just 

a third. 

 
 

XERXES 
KING 
GREAT 
KING 
OF KINGS 
OF DARIUS 
THE KING 
SON 



1 



2 

B) Old Persian language in modified cuneiform system 
1) Language previously known ? 
 more or less, in a recent version : Middle Persian and contemporary related 
 languages : Avestic and Vedic languages 
2) Proper names previously known (names of kings, gods, places) ? 
 yes (Darius, Xerxes…), through the Greek and Latin sources 
3) Bilingual texts ? 
 No 

? 
? 





Rawlinson (and other scholars) successfully completed the 
decipherment of Old Persian cuneiform thanks to the 
inscription of Darius I at Bisotun (1835 ; published in 1847 
and 1849). 
As the Achaemenid inscriptions are trilingual (Old Persian / 
Akkadian / Elamite), this decipherment enabled to work on 
Akkadian and Elamite languages recorded with cuneiform 
writing, notably through the proper names. 
As Akkadian is a  Semitic language, like Arabic and Hebrew, 
it was more easily understood and read than Elamite 
language which is an isolate. The Akkadian language 
recorded in Cuneiform was officially recognized as 
understood in 1857, through a famous test led by the Royal 
Asiatic Society on an inscription of Tiglath-Pileser I and read 
by Hincks, Rawlinson, Talbot and Oppert. The prism of Tiglath-Pileser I  

(ca. 1100 BC) 





1 



2 



3 

C) Akkadian language with cuneiform writing 
1) Language previously known ? 
 yes, with other semitic languages still spoken today, such as Arabic 
 or Hebrew 
2) Proper names previously known (names of kings, gods, places) ? 
 yes (Darius, Xerxes, and many toponyms…), through Old Persian, 
 Greek and Latin sources 
3) Bilingual texts ? 
 Yes, the Achaemenid trilingual inscriptions (Bisotun) 

? 
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The decipherment of Akkadian cuneiform actually opened 
the door to the ‘Cuneiform world’. 
The cuneiform writing system was used during more than 
3000 years during which it was written to record many 
other languages, including notably the isolates Sumerian (in 
Mesopotamia) and Elamite/Hatamtite (in Iran). 
We have consequently a rather good, but still limited, 
knowledge of the Elamite/Hatamtite language through 
cuneiform inscriptions. 

D) Elamite / Hatamtite language with cuneiform writing: 
1) Language previously known ? 
 No (isolate) 
2) Proper names previously known (names of kings, gods, places) ? 
 yes (Darius, Xerxes, and many toponyms…), through Old Persian, 
 Akkadian, Greek and Latin sources 
3) Bilingual texts ? 
 Yes, the Achaemenid trilingual inscriptions 



Old Persian: 
adam Dārayavauš xšāyaθiya vazṛka, xšāyaθiya 
xšāyaθiyānām, xšāyaθiya Pārsaiy, xšāyaθiya dahyūnām, 
Vištāspahyā puça, Ṛšāmahyā napā, Haxāmanišiya 
 
Elamite : 
DIŠú DIŠDa-ri-ia-ma-u-iš DIŠEŠŠANA ir-šá-ir-ra DIŠEŠŠANA 
DIŠEŠŠANA-ip-in-na DIŠEŠŠANA AŠPár-sìp-ik-ka4 

DIŠEŠŠANA 
DIŠda-a-˹ú-iš˺-be-na DIŠMi-iš-da-áš-ba DIŠšá-ak-ri DIŠIr-šá-ma 
DIŠru-uh-hu-šá-ak-ri DIŠHa-ka4-man-nu-ši-ia 
 
I am Darius the Great King, King of Kings, King in Persia, 
King of countries, son of Hystaspes, grandson of Arsames, 
an Achaemenid. 



Old Persian: 
adam Dārayavauš xšāyaθiya vazṛka, xšāyaθiya 
xšāyaθiyānām, xšāyaθiya Pārsaiy, xšāyaθiya dahyūnām, 
Vištāspahyā puça, Ṛšāmahyā napā, Haxāmanišiya 
 
Elamite : 
DIŠú DIŠDa-ri-ia-ma-u-iš DIŠEŠŠANA ir-šá-ir-ra DIŠEŠŠANA 
DIŠEŠŠANA-ip-in-na DIŠEŠŠANA AŠPár-sìp-ik-ka4 

DIŠEŠŠANA 
DIŠda-a-˹ú-iš˺-be-na DIŠMi-iš-da-áš-ba DIŠšá-ak-ri DIŠIr-šá-ma 
DIŠru-uh-hu-šá-ak-ri DIŠHa-ka4-man-nu-ši-ia 

u = adam = moi, je 
ir-šá-ir-ra = vazṛka = grand  
šakr = puça : fils 
ruhušakri = napā : petit-fils 





One of the most ancient texts recording the Elamite/Hatamtite language inscribed with the 
cuneiform writing: 
the kunanki vessel of the Simaškian king Kintatu, ca. 2000 BC 
(1)e Napireša (2)nů kok-ti (3-4)Kıntatu zemt Alala likawe (5-6)aka pet Kıntatu i zumpa-š (=zupa-š) (7-

10)pes(⁓l)ı-ni Napireša kok-me nů-me i? ne pa! pes(⁓l)ı zapa-n-ti (11)ani melů-n-ti (12)le(-)(i)tů-n-
te (13)o ůků ta půta-š (14-16)o peli(-)in amenane(-)l⁓s pohůp pohůp i hıša-h-na (17-18)kite poků 
poků i hıša-h-na 
 



Hinz W. and Koch H. 
1987   
Elamisches Wörterbuch, Archäologische 
Mitteilungen aus Iran, Ergänzungsband 17, 
Berlin. 

König F. W. 
1965  
Die elamischen Königsinschriften, Archiv für 
Orientforschung, herausgegeben von Ernst 
Weidner, Beihoft 16, Graz. 

Two important tools (in German…) for the knowledge of the Elamite/Hatamtite language: 
- a corpus of pre-achaemenid royal inscriptions 
- a dictionnary 



Attested from the 3rd millennium BC to 330 BC (Alexander’s 
conquest) in the southern half of the Iranian Plateau. Probably 
spoken in this area at least from the 5th or 4th millennium BC.  
 
Finally disappeared around 1000 AD. 
Al-Istakhri, ca. 935-943 AD 
He wrote about the people of Khūzistān : 
“As for their language, the common people speak Persian and 
Arabic, although they have another, Khūzı̄ language which is not 
Hebrew, Aramaic, or Persian”. 
 
 
Exact geographical distribution unknown (specially its northern and 
eastern extensions). 



Paradoxical situation of 
Susa/Susiana : some 
dialectical variations ? 



A dead language (its last speaker probably died ca. 1000 AD). It did 
not resist the Indo-European/Iranian expansion. 
 
An isolated language. No pertinent comparison available with any 
dead or living languages. 
Some hypotheses : 
 - since 1855 (E. Norris), Dravidian hypotheses : cf. Tamul or 
 Brahui. Since 1975, David McAlpin is advocating this 
 cognation. 
 - in 2019, Marc Bavant proposed a relation with the 
 Caucasian languages. 



Consequently, we face many problems to understand the grammar, 
lexicon and syntax of this language since no comparison is 
available. Many problems concerning the translation, which is 
frequently contextual. 
Our current knowledge mainly come from the royal Achaemenid 
inscriptions, where we can compare the Hatamtite/Elamite texts 
with the Akkadian and Old Persian versions.  

Trilingual inscriptions of Darius I 
and Xerxes I at Ganjnameh 

(Hamedan), Iran. 



Consequently, we face many problems to understand the grammar, 
lexicon and syntax of this language since no comparison is 
available. Many problems concerning the translation, which is 
frequently contextual. 
Our current knowledge mainly come from the royal Achaemenid 
inscriptions, where we can compare the Hatamtite/Elamite texts 
with the Akkadian and Old Persian versions.  
Anyway, it documents only a recent state of the language. A 
complete linguistic recovery is still needed.  
Estrucan-like situation. 
 
Without a body of bilingual texts, an indigenous scholarly tradition, 
or a well-known language that is closely related to 
Hatamtite/Elamite, few pre-Achaemenid Hatamtite/Elamite words 
can be translated with precision and many can be translated only 
with guesses and/or based on the context. 
 



Some exemples of propositions 
Positional language : word order very important : 
 
Subject (+ modifier) / Indirect object (+ modifier) / Direct object (+ modifier) / Resumptive pronoun(s) 
/ adverb / Verb 
Resumptive pronouns, placed before the verb, with this order : 
Indirect object  / Subject / Direct object  
 
- o siyan kuši-h ; Inšušinak ak Simut ap i-n tůni-h :  
- “I the temple built ; (to the gods) Insušinak and Šimot to them it (= the temple) (I) gave” >  
- “I built the temple and gave it to Insušinak and Šimot”. 

 
- o Šůtrůk-Nahůnte, Insušinak napi-r o-re o i-r taha-n-r-a, Akkat halpů-h :  
- “I, Šůtrůk-Nahůnte, Insušinak the god of mine to me this he commands; Akkad I destroyed” >  
- “I, Šůtrůk-Nahůnte, (when) Insušinak, my god commanded me, (then) I destroyed Akkad” ; 



The Linear Elamite (or late Proto-

Iranian) writing system : 

Three steps in its decipherment 
- 1903-2017 
- 2017-2018 
- 2018-2020 



Ca. 2900 BC Ca. 2600/2400 BC Ca. 2250 BC 

   

Susa 

Shahdad 

Konar Sandal 

Marv Dasht 

In 2024, 43 Linear Elamite inscriptions are known. 

Kam-Firuz 





Out of the 43 Linear Elamite inscriptions currently known, 19 (44%) are in the 
Louvre (mainly displayed in room  231 in Antiquités Orientales department).  





I 
1903-2017 



(i 1-2)To Sušinak, (3)his lord,  
(4)Puzur-Sušinak, (5-6)ruler of Susa, (7-9)general of the land of Elam, 
(10)son of Šin-pishůk,  
(11-12)dedicated a peg of copper and cedar wood.  
(ii 1-3)He who removes this inscription — (4-11)may Sušinak, Eštar, 
Narůte, (and) Nergal uproot his roots and gather his seed: (12)may 
he not find an heir, (13-14)may he not acquire a progeny.  
 

A 

reading direction 

Here is a stone slab found in Susa at the beginning of the 20th century and 
currently held in the Louvre Museum. 
It displays a cuneiform Akkadian text. 
as well as a linear elamite one (A). 
The first decipherment attempts were based on Insušinak and Puzur-
Sušinak’s names :  
- Bork identified in 1905 the signs for the sounds su, ši, na and k ;  



Decipherment 
In the 10 Susian linear elamite inscriptions of Puzur-Sušinak, several important points were remaining 
unknown : 
 - we did not know what was the language used (the main hypotheses are the Akkadian or 
the ‘Elamite’ languages), while language(s) spoken in Eastern Iran in the second half of the 3rd 
millennium BC (at Shahdad and Konar Sandal notably) are still elusive (is it / are they at least known 
or knowable language(s)…?) ; 
 - we do not know which person was used : 1st (Hinz) or 3rd (Meriggi) singular person. 
 
On the basis of the proper names Insušinak, (Puzur)-Sušinak, Simpišhuk and Susa, Hinz proposed in 
1969 these (very fragile…) identifications. 
While Meriggi more careful in 1971, only accepted these ones. 
   I was even more cautious than Meriggi in 2012. 
 



II 
2017-2018 



New inscriptions 
H. Mahboubian published in 2004 several new inscribed vessels from his collection. 
I could establish the complete inscriptions of X, Y and Z and was sent 4 new inscriptions which I 
labelled H’, I’, J’ and K’.  
Of course, as these inscriptions are unprovenienced, some people are doubtful about them… 
Any way, let’s study them. 

Z 
Y 

I’ 

X 

H’ 

Iran 56 (2018), p. 105-143 
 



   

Susa 

Shahdad 

Konar Sandal 

Marv Dasht 

Kam-Firuz 



Kaftari Period settlements in the Kur River Basin, Fars, Iran 

Settlement data from Sumner KRB site Gazetteer, map courtesy of Toby Hartnell 

TAL-I MALYAN 
 / ANZAN 

KAM FIRUZ AREA 



Y 

X 

H’ 

F’ 

KUNANKI VESSEL 











Introductory sign ? 

A title ? 

Names ? 



Kintatu 
Itatu 
Tan-Ruhurater 
Kiten-rakitapi 
Eparti 
Shilhaha 
Ata-hushu 
Zemt-Akone 
Pala-ishan 
Kuk-Kirwash 
Kuk-Nahunte 
Kuk-Nashur 
Shir-uktuh 
Sewe-palar-huhpak 
 

shi 

r 

l         ha       ha 

e       pa                ti 



Introductory sign ? 

Hatamti-k (?) 

A title ? 

SHI L HA HA 

R E PA TI 

Eparti II !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 

Names ? 

Šilhaha !!!!!!!!!!!!! 

HA 

T 

K 
I was looking for a ruler who: 
1) - lived around 2050-1800 BC (dating of the 

kunanki vessels) 
2) - had a name in four syllables 
3) - the first syllable would have been ši (sign 

previously known in Insušinak’s name) 
4) - the 3rd and 4th syllables would have 

been similar 
There was only one candidate… 

 

I was looking for a ruler who: 
1) - was frequently associated to Šilhaha 
2) - had a name in four syllables 
3) - the 3rd syllable would have been r (sign 

previously known in Puzur) 
Once again, there was only one candidate… 

 





NA 

(cf. InsušiNAk) 
R 

ŠA   – RE  -      (R)  -        PI    - NA 

The god Napireša (the Great god) 

re 



I published in 2018 the phonetic values of 10 
signs: 

e, ha, l, pa, pi2, r, ri, ša, ti, u. 
 
 
 

From 2018 to 2020, the decipherment has been 
led to its conclusion. 



III 
2018-2020 
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The decipherment of the 
Linear Elamite writing !!!! 

From the 
known 

To the 
unknown 





François Desset  (Liège University) 

Kambiz Tabibzadeh  (Eastern Kentucky University) 

Matthieu Kervran  (Independent researcher) 

Gian Pietro Basello («L’Orientale» University of 
  Naples) 

Gianni Marchesi  (University of Bologna) 

Zeitschrift für Assyriologie und Vorderasiatische Archäologie 
112/1 (2022), 11-60. 

https://www.academia.edu/82452838/The_Decipherment_of_
Linear_Elamite_Writing  

 

Desset F., Tabibzadeh K., Kervran M., Basello G. P. and Marchesi 
G., and L. Colonna d’Istria 

Forthcoming 

 

Linear Elamite inscriptions and related Cuneiform texts volume 1: 
Linear Elamite texts from Susa, OrientLab Series Maior 9, Ante 
Quem editor, Dipartimento di Storia Culture e Civiltà 
dell’Università di Bologna. 

 

Linear Elamite inscriptions and related Cuneiform texts volume 2: 
Linear Elamite texts from Fars, Kerman and of unknown 
provenance, OrientLab Series Maior 10, Ante Quem editor, 
Dipartimento di Storia Culture e Civiltà dell’Università di 
Bologna. 

 

Linear Elamite inscriptions and related Cuneiform texts volume 3: 
From Linear Elamite to Cuneiform, OrientLab Series Maior 11, 
Ante Quem editor, Dipartimento di Storia Culture e Civiltà 
dell’Università di Bologna. 
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https://www.academia.edu/82452838/The_Decipherment_of_Linear_Elamite_Writing


Desset F., Tabibzadeh K., Kervran M., Basello G. P. and 
Marchesi G., and L. Colonna d’Istria 

 

2026 

Linear Elamite inscriptions and related Cuneiform texts volume 
1: Linear Elamite texts from Susa, OrientLab Series Maior 10.1, 
Ante Quem editor, Dipartimento di Storia Culture e Civiltà 
dell’Università di Bologna. 

 

Linear Elamite inscriptions and related Cuneiform texts volume 
2: Linear Elamite texts from Fars, Kerman and of unknown 
provenance, OrientLab Series Maior 10.2, Ante Quem editor, 
Dipartimento di Storia Culture e Civiltà dell’Università di 
Bologna. 

 

Linear Elamite inscriptions and related Cuneiform texts volume 
3: From Linear Elamite to Cuneiform, OrientLab Series Maior 
10.3, Ante Quem editor, Dipartimento di Storia Culture e 
Civiltà dell’Università di Bologna. 

 

 

 



kunanki of Itatu I (ca. 1980 BC) 

Vessel of Sewe-palar-hůhpak  
(ca. 1780 BC) 

THE KEY : 
INSCRIPTIONS OF THE SIMAŠKIAN KINGS AND SUKKALMAHS (early 2nd 
MILLENNIUM BC) RECORDING VERY SIMILAR ELAMITE/HATAMTITE 
LANGUAGE TEXTS WRITTEN EITHER WITH LINEAR ELAMITE OR CUNEIFORM 
SCRIPTS. 
 
BILINGUAL  TEXTS (same text recorded with different languages) 
 → DIGRAPHIC TEXTS (same or similar texts recorded with different writing 
systems in the same language) 

= 
From the known To the unknown 



/mani-p sah-ip hůrt kere-p o-p(e) hůta-k-na/ 
“The bronze manis of my kere people may be made”.  
Elamite prayer recorded above in a cuneiform inscription of Sewe-palar-hůhpak (Cuneiform 9: 
58-59; first half of the 18th century BCE) 
and two centuries earlier, below, in a Linear Elamite inscription of Itatu I (Z: 8-9; ca. 1980 BCE). 

From the known 

To the unknown 



 سالو سا وا ؟
salu sa va ? 
Salut, ça va ? 

?   a-w  a-s  ou-l-a-s  

sa  - lu        sa                wa              ? 

The same text, in the same 
language (Elamite), but 
recorded with two different 
writing systems (Linear 
Elamite and Cuneiform):  
DIGRAPHIA phenomenon 



A digraphic (Arabic alphabet 
/ Latin alphabet) inscription 
in Persian language at the 
entrance of a metro station, 
Tehran, Iran. 

A digraphic (cuneiform 
/ Linear Elamite) 
prayer in the Elamite 
language. 



II  

From the decipherment of the Linear Elamite 
writing to the translation of the Hatamtite/Elamite 

language.  
 



From the decipherment of the Linear Elamite 

writing to the translation of the 

Hatamtite/Elamite language,  

 

some examples of texts recorded with the 

Linear Elamite writing and the 

Hatamtite/Elamite language: 

- Marv Dasht, 21st century BC, Šůwar-Asu; 

- Kam-Firuz, ca. 1900-1880 BC, Pala-išan. 



Kaftari Period settlements in the Kur River Basin, Fars, Iran 

Settlement data from Sumner KRB site Gazetteer, map courtesy of Toby Hartnell 

TAL-I MALYAN 
 / ANZAN 

KAM FIRUZ AREA 



The Marv Dasht vessel 
(21st century BC) 



• 1.  za-na | ma-ra-p2-š-ša-i-r | šu-wa-r-a-su | la-ni-i-na | u ša-ri-h |  

 si-a-n | hi2-š(-)ma-ni-ri2-na | hu2-m-š-ša-t | ki2-ri nu te-na ti-a-h 

 

• (1) zana Marapša(y)i-r Šůwar-Asu laniyina o šare-h.  

 siyan Hiš(-)mani-r-(i)na Hůmšat kere nů te-na tiya-h. 

 

• (1) (For ?) the lady of Marapša(y)i, Šůwar-Asu, (a) silver (vessel) I shaped. (For/in 
 ?) the temple (of) Hiš(-)mani-r, (for god(goddess)?) Hůmšat, the 
 devotion/worship, (for) you, benevolently, I deposited/gave. 



Kam Firuz, ca. 1900-1880 BC 





All the Kam-Firuz kunanki silver 
vessels in Linear Elamite/Late Proto-
Iranian writing deal with the same 
topic. 
They are prayers of the Šimaški and 
early Sukkalmah dynasties rulers 
asking Napireša to grant them 
« prosperity, fortune » in exchange 
for their « devotion, worship ». 



    
        

        
  

      
        

    

    
      

      
    

  



do ut des 
kere for zemi 



ke -re 

ze  (-m)-mi 



Stele of Šir-ůktůh (ca. 1800 BC)  



    zemi ("prosperity, 
fortune, grace") depicted as 
streams of (beneficial) water ? 



III  

Consequences of the decipherment of the Linear 
Elamite writing 



One of the consequences of the 
decipherment:  

 
 New perpectives on the history 
of writing in the World, usually 
considered to be a process of 
progressive phonetization of 
the writing systems. 



1000 €  one thousand euros 

Logographic writing 

vs. 

Phonographic writing 

(syllabic/alphabetic) 

 

one question: 

 

logographic 

notation 

phonographic 

notation 







The writing systems in the World in 

the 3
rd

 millennium BC 









The writing systems in the World in 

the 3
rd

 millennium BC 



 Mesopotamian cuneiform signs 

are polyvalent. Each character 

can have a multitude of 

readings depending on the 

context it appears in. 

 Mesopotamian scribes could 

choose whether to write a word 

with phonograms, use a 

logogram, or a logogram with a 

phonetic complement. 

šarrum, “king” 

ša-ar-ru-um 

šar-ru-um  

šar-rum 

LUGAL 

LUGAL-rum 

Types of signs in hieroglyphic writing: 

logograms, i.e., signs that represent what they depict. 

phonograms, i.e., signs that render sounds. 
classifiers (or determinatives), i.e., signs without phonetic 
information that help to disambiguate homophonous words. 

ntr 

nṯr, “god” (/netjer/) 

ntr-r-t [GODDESS] 

nṯr.t, “goddess” (/netjeret/) 

 

ntr-sn-t-r [PLURAL] 

snṯr / sntr, “incense” 

the king 
  
the 
 
the            -ing 
 
I’m as            you (rebus principle) 



1) Hammurapi, 

2) the       of justice, 

3) to whom      , the truth 

4) he gave, I am. 

 

I am Hammurapi,  

the king of justice,  

to whom Šamaš granted equity.  

 

Law code of Hammurapi of Babylon, 

18
th

 century BC (Louvre). 





Hypothesis of the development of writing from logogrammatic 

ones to phonogrammatic ones, culminating with the 

development of the alphabetic systems in the 2
nd

 half of the 2
nd

 

millennium BC (Proto-Sinaitic alphabet, Phoenician alphabet 

from which are derived the Greek alphabet and consequently 

the Latin alphabet) 

 



L B’LT 
« to my lady » 
or  
« to (goddess) Baalat » 





The Linear Elamite writing system is in the end of the 3
rd

 millennium 

BC the most ancient „pure‟ phonogrammatic system in the World, 

with signs displaying only vocalic, consonantal and syllabic values ! 

 

It is more precisely an alpha-syllabary working theoretically with 77 

values: 5 vocalic, 12 consonantal and 60 (5x12) syllabic ones. 

 

Hypothesis of the development of writing from logogrammatic 

ones to phonogrammatic ones, culminating with the 

development of the alphabetic systems in the 2
nd

 half of the 2
nd

 

millennium BC (Proto-Sinaitic alphabet, Phoenician alphabet 

from which are derived the Greek alphabet and consequently 

the Latin alphabet) 

 

But … 



Theoretical regularized phonemic grid for the 
72 deciphered LE signs corresponding to 67 
values (because of allograms and sign u2/w).  

 

LE writing functioned as a system according 
to: 

- 5 vocalic phonemes (/a/, /e/, /i/, /o/ and 
/u/),  

- 12 consonantal ones (/h/, /k/, /l/, /m/, 
/n/, /p/, /r/, /s/, /š/, /t/, /w/ and /z/)  

- and 60 (5×12) syllabic values, 
corresponding in total to 77 phonemic 
values.   

Signs are expected in the LE writing system to 
record other 10 phonemic values: /lo/ or 
/lu/, /no/ or /nu/, /ro/ or /ru/, /se/, /šo/ or 
/šu/, /to/, /wi/, /wo/, /wu/ and /zi/.  

 

But still, 1901 (96.05%) out of 1979 sign 
occurrences can be currently read. 

 

 

The Linear Elamite phonetic 

grid 





The decipherment of the Linear Elamite writing 

changes the history of the development of 

writing: 

1) Logogrammatic system 

2) Mixed system 

3) Phonogrammatic system  

 

As soon as the 3
rd

 millennium BC, a „pure‟ 

phonogrammatic system is attested on the 

Iranian Plateau. 



 te -         im-        ti 
te-im-ti, si-im-ti, še-im-ti 

/temti/, “king, lord” 

 

ze-  m-  t = /zemt/ (or /tzemt/, /tsemt/ or /θemt/) 

 But why ze-m-t in Linear Elamite and te-im-ti in cuneiform ? 

1) no ze sign in the cuneiform syllabary used in Iran, explaining why the scribes 

varied among the closest signs at their disposal (te, si or še); 

2) as there is no consonantal sign in cuneiform, they were obliged to record the 

phonemes /m/ and /t/ with syllabic signs read with a „dummy vowel‟ (vowel-

consonant [VC]; [i]m and t[i]), frequently standing in actually for consonantal 

notations. 

Before the decipherment of Linear Elamite writing, the Elamite word for “lord, king” 

was hypothesized as /temti/; now we think that /zemt/ is much closer to its original 

pronunciation. The results of the decipherment must actually be applied to all the 

cuneiform readings in order to correct them and get a more precise view of the 

Elamite language. 

Defective nature of the cuneiform writing, which work as a distorting prism.  

Linear Elamite writing can correct this problem. 
 
 

 

Elamite/Hatamtite 

phonology 

/zemt/ te-im-ti 

cuneiform prism 



? ? 

? 

“The unsettled question of the eastern extent of the Elamite language area”  
(Stolper 2004, 61) 

? 

Indus ? 



   

Susa 

Shahdad 

Konar Sandal 

Marv Dasht 

Kam-Firuz 





https://hatamti-elam.uliege.be/
https://hatamti-elam.uliege.be/
https://hatamti-elam.uliege.be/
https://hatamti-elam.uliege.be/














Sina Fakour 



1) La forme des signes 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 





IV 
Next project : 

Probably the last target :  

the Early Proto-Iranian (Proto-Elamite) writing. 

 

Back to the origin of writing in the world ! 



The decipherment of the 
Linear Elamite writing !!!! 



From the known 

To the unknown 





II:Proto-Elamite tablets (3300-3000 av. J.-C.) 

 



1 

1 

1 

1564 

32 

27 

5 
ca. 100 (?)  

The proto-elamite tablets from Susa represent 90% of the corpus. 
This situation is due to the ‘large scale’ excavations led here by the French missions 
between the end of the 19th and the middle of the 20th century. 
As most of the tablets come from the ancient excavations in Susa, they are consequently 
not properly documented (no precise archaeological context). 







ca. 3300 BC : Proto-Elamite stage (Early Proto-Iranian writing) 

ca. 1880 BC : Linear Elamite stage (Late Proto-Iranian writing) 

o ke rů 

Proto-Iranian writing much more conservative. Almost no graphic 
evolution in time, contrary to Mesopotamian cuneiform 









MDP 17.043 



…-CV1-V1 
…  -pu-u 
…-a -še-e 
…-a -ta-a 



Propositions: 



https://tehran.academia.edu/FrancoisDesset  

https://tehran.academia.edu/FrancoisDesset
https://tehran.academia.edu/FrancoisDesset


L'Iran dévoilé : le déchiffrement de l'élamite linéaire,  
La recherche no. 572, Janvier/Mars 2023, p. 108-119. 



fdesset@uliege.be  

Merci pour votre 
attention ! 

me  - r  - si 

mailto:fdesset@uliege.be
mailto:fdesset@uliege.be
mailto:fdesset@uliege.be

