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toponymy course

10. Writing systems

Ferjan Ormeling

This chapter  shows the semantic, phonetic and graphic aspects of 

language. It traces the development of the graphic aspects from 

Sumeria 3500BC, from logographic or ideographic via syllabic into 

alphabetic scripts  resulting in a number of script families. It gives 

examples of the various scripts in maps (see underlined script names) 

and finally deals with combination of scripts on maps.
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Meaning, sound and 
looks

� What is the name?

- Is it what it means? 

- Is it what it sounds?

- Is it what it looks?
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Meaning: the semantic aspect
� As long as a name is what it means, both its sound and its 

looks (spelling) are only relevant as far as they support the 
meaning. 

� The name ‘Nederland’ is wat it means to our neighbours: 
‘Low country’. So they translate it for instance into ‘Pays-

Bas’ (French) or Netherlands (English) or Niederlande 
(German), even though that does neither sound nor look 

like ‘Nederland’.

� To Romans and Italians, however, the names Qart Hadasht 

and Neapolis had never been what they meant (‘new 
towns’). So they became what they sounded: Carthago (to 
the Roman ear) and Napoli.
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Sound: the phonetic 
aspect

� As soon as a name is what it sounds, its 
meaning has become irrelevant. Its looks 
(spelling) then may or may not be adapted to 
its sound.

� The dominance of the phonetic aspect to a 
name (the ‘oral tradition’) allows the name to 
degenerate graphically. 

� Eventually, the name may be adapted 
semantically to its perceived sound, through a 
process called ‘popular etymology’. 



03/07/2011 5

Looks: the graphic 
aspect

� Ultimately, graphic forms have taken preponderance 
over phonetic forms.

� Graphic forms do thus no longer degenerate. 
Gloucester remains Gloucester, and Edinburgh will 

always be Edinburgh, whatever it has got to sound 

like (Glouster, Edinbro). The names are what they 
look like!. 
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Scripts, the graphics of language
� Scripts were developed to extend man’s scope and range.

� First known scripts: Sumeria, 4th Millennium B.C. 

� Pictograms: purely pictorial symbols.

� Pictograms were used to represent the concepts 
(ideograms) or words (logograms) they represented.

� Ultimately, logograms develop into phonograms, in which the 
sound value (phoneme) of mono-syllabic words is attached 

to the symbols representing these words

� Finally the syllabic script develops into an alphabetic script in 

which symbols represent single phonemes instead of 
syllables.



� universal sequence from purely pictorial 

representation (pictograms) to sets of abstracted 

sound-representing symbols (phonograms). 

Pictograms convey meaning without intervention of 

sound values; there may be a symbol meaning 

‘town’, ‘river’ or ‘mountain’ irrespective of what the 

word for ‘town’, ‘river’ or ‘mountain’ sounds like, and 

thus regardless of any specific language. Such a 

symbol is named a logogram (pictogram for a 

specific word). The  advantage of logograms is their 

universal applicability – because they are language-

independent – but they have the obvious 

disadvantage that there must be a separate symbol 

for every word. 
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� All complete writing systems the world has ever 

known, do effectively contain both logograms and 

phonograms. As purely pictorial ‘proto-scripts’

develop into ‘scripts’ or writing systems, naturally 

drawn pictograms are stylised and augmented with 

drawings for abstract phenomena (hence called 

ideograms), and will ultimately contain logograms for 

all basic words of a specific language. Phonograms 

are developed out of logograms through a process 

starting with the rebus principle: the sound values (in 

a specific language!) of mono-syllabic words are 

attached to the logograms representing these words, 

thus creating a phonetic syllabary or syllabic script. 
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� A fully syllabic script would contain as many 

symbols as the language it is used for contains 

syllables. A syllabic script can develop further into 

an alphabetic script, in which single phonemes 

(units of sound) instead of syllables are represented 

by symbols – thus requiring even less symbols. 

Alphabets may contain both the consonants and the 

vowels used by a language, or be consonantal 

(containing consonants only). To the symbols 

(letters) of consonantal alphabets, the vowels 

following consonant sounds may, either optionally 

or obligatory, be added to the letters by diacritical 

marks (vocalization), as may certain phonetic 

modifications of the consonants (nasalization, 

aspiration etc.).
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Script development 

� Summarize any actions required of 

your audience

� Summarize any follow up action 

items required of you

Hiero-

glyphs

Sinai 

script

Phenician consonant script (with 

Semitic names of letters,meaning and 

numerals) 

West-

Greek

alphabet

Classical greek alphabet 

(with names of letters, 

sounds and numerals)

Etruscian 

alphabet 

(with 

meaning)

Old Roman 

alphabet 

(with 

meaning)

Modern 

Roman 

alphabet

Aleph (bovine)

Beth (house)

Gimel (camel)

Daleth (door)

He (gridded window)

Waw (hook, pin)

Zajin (weapon)

Heth (enclosure)

Teth (spool)

Jodh (hand)

Kaph (hand palm)
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Division of scripts

� Ideographic scripts – Egyptian, 

Chinese

� Syllabic scripts -Ethiopian, 

Japanese

� Alphabetic scripts-vocalised

Greek

– Roman

-non-vocalised - Arabic

Hindi
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Basic unit of writing =  character. 
Characters represent either:

� Phonological entities –Vowel

-Consonant

-Syllable

� morphological entities - words               
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Basic characters can be 
differentiated by markers, that can 
change their meaning or their 
phonetic value (sound). We call 
these markers diacritical sounds

� ر = r; ز = z

� � = k; گ = g

� L=l; Ł = w

Unvocalised alphabets can be turned into vocalised 

one by adding signs indicating the vowels

����	
� = al-Madīnah = 
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Persistence of logograms

� even in alphabetic scripts some 

logograms persist: examples are 

the ciphers (0,1,2,…, in English: 

‘one’, ‘two’, ‘three’…) and signs like 

+ (in English: ‘plus’), - (in English: 

‘minus’), & (in English: ‘and’), and, 

recently added, @ (in English: ‘at’).
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Ideographic scripts/logographic scripts

Sumerian scripts 3500 BC

Egyptian hieroglyphs 3000BC

Chinese script: 1500 BC

At first pictograms represented physical objects 
only, later also ideas, and finally the pictograms lost 

the meaning of the objects depicted but came to 

represent the sound of its spoken form, and so 
turned into phonograms
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ideographic scripts: Chinese
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Japanese ideographic script:
� Kanji script: 3000 chinese characters found their way 

into Japan, but found a different pronunciation there.

� Kadmon: 
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Chinese script map of Japan



Syllabic scripts
� Syllabogram is a graphic character representing a 

syllable = unit of pronunciation consisting of one 

vowel sound and one or more consonants

� In its simplest form, syllabograms are combination of 

each consonants with each of the vowels discerned: 

ba, be, bi, bo, bu, by, etc

� As compared to the enormous number of characters 

in ideographic scripts this is a huge simplification, 

but, the advantage of the link to concepts or objects 

for each character is lost.
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Syllabic scripts:
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Syllabic sign script, Japan
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Syllabic sign script, Japan 2

Examples of a transcription in Roman script of some 

words written in “Katakana”



Amharic, Arabic and Roman scripts 
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Amharic is a 

syllabic script



Alphabetic scripts

� Vocalised – Roman, Cyrillic, 

Greek, Devanagari (Hindi)

� Non-vocalised: Arabic, Hebrew 
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Different consonants in alphabetic 
scripts
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Arabic script (non-vocalised), Morocco
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Non-latin scripts: Cyrillic



� A letter in Devanagari has the 

default vowel of /a/. To indicate the 

same consonant followed by 

another vowel, additional strokes 

are added to the letter, like in the 

follwing example:

� A letter in Devanagari has the 

default vowel of /a/. To indicate the 

same consonant followed by 

another vowel, additional strokes 

are added to the letter, like in the 

follwing example:
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Non-latin scripts: Georgian

� Georgian alphabet



Armenian, Georgian, Greek, Ivrit, 
Arabic, Roman scripta
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Biscriptual map



Greek and Roman 
alphabets
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