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Roadmap

 The cuneiform syllabary

 Origin of the syllabary and adaptation to 
different languages

 The decipherment of Hittite

 The Hittite cuneiform over time

 Other Anatolian writing systems
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What is a syllabary?
Each sign indicates a syllable:

• V a   

• VC an

• CV ni 

• CVC pat
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The Hittite syllabary: signs V and CV
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How to write consonant clusters

 Two-consonant clusters can be represented only if word internal 
([C]VC-CV[C]) but not if word initial or word final (*CCV[C], *[C]VCC)

VCCV ar-ta
CCV iš-pa-an-ta-aḫ-ḫi / ši-pa-an-ta-aḫ-ḫi /spandahhi/
VCC ap-pa-an-za /appants/

 Three-consonant clusters cannot be represented
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Voiced/voiceless stops, geminates

 CV signs mostly have different forms for voiced and 
voiceless stops, e.g. ta / da

 VC signs have a single form which is not distinctive of 
voice, e.g. ap = ab 

 Geminate consonant are spelled double: ap-pa, šar-ra
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Vowels

 Signs for Ci, Ce are not always distinct:
= ki, ke
BUT:

me vs. mi

 Vowels may be spelled plene:
pa-an-zi / pa-a-an-zi ‘they go’
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Evolution of the syllabary
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Sumerian borrowed into Akkadian

a) Old Babylonian  Old Hittite
b) Old Assyrian  New Assyrian (1st Millennium)



Akkadograms, Sumerograms, determiners
The same sign may indicate different things:

may be read as:
• the syllable an as in an-da ‘into’
• the Sumerogram for sky AN or god DINGIR: šiunaš or DINGIR-aš ‘god(GEN)’ 
• a determiner that precedes names of divinities: dTeššub ‘the god Tessub’

may be read as:
• the syllable ka as in ka-a-aš ‘this’
• the Sumerogram INIM ‘thing’, ‘word’
• the Akkadogram -KA ‘your’ as in ZI-KA ‘your soul’
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The Hittite Bronze Table
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1         UM-MA ta-ba-ar-na mTu-ut-ḫa-a-li-ya LUGAL.GAL LUGAL KUR URUḪa-at-ti UR.SAG

2         DUMU mḪa-at-tu-ši-li LUGAL.GAL LUGAL KUR URUḪa-at-ti UR.SAG

3         DUMU.DUMU=ŠU ŠA mMu-ur-ši-li LUGAL.GAL LUGAL KUR URUḪa-at-ti UR.SAG

4         DUMU.DUMU.DUMU=ŠU ŠA mŠu-up-pí-lu-li-u-ma LUGAL.GAL LUGAL KUR URUḪa-at-ti UR.SA

5         ŠÀ.BAL.BAL ŠA mTu-ut- ḫa-li-ya LUGAL.GAL LUGAL KUR URUḪa-at-ti UR.SAG



Some frequent determiners 
URU ‘city’
DINGIR (d) ‘deity’
É ‘house’
GIŠ ‘wood’
GUD ‘bovid’
ḪUR.SAG ‘mountain’
KUR ‘land’
LÚ ‘man’
MUNUS (f) ‘woman’, female personal name
NINDA ‘bread’
MEŠ (postposed), plural
DIDLI.ḪI.A (postposed), plural
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Decipherment

nu NINDA-an e-ez-za-at-te-ni
nu BREAD-an ēzzatteni

wa-a-tar-ma e-ku-ut-te-ni
wātar⸗ma ekutteni
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Hittite Cuneiform over time

Composition and manuscript dating may be different!
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Old Hittite New Hittite

From Otten & Souček (1969: 34)



The text of the Laws over time
 Hittite Laws: KBo 6.2 (OH/OS) vs. 6.3 (OH/NS)
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Hittite seals
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Other Anatolian Scripts: Hyeroglyphic Luwian
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Lycian alphabet
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