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Since the advent of Assyriology in the early nineteenth century it has been known 
that two distinct scripts were used in ancient Mesopotamian inscriptions and 
documents. One, usefully characterized as “cursive,” was used for the ephemeral 
documents of “daily life” as well as on most library and archival texts. The other 
was a deliberately archaizing script reserved for ceremonial use. This ceremonial 
script, of Babylonian origin, contained both archaic and archaizing signs, and was 
in productive use for over two millennia, not only in Babylonia but occasionally 
also in Assyria and beyond. Yet to date there has been no systematic study devot-
ed specifically to this ceremonial script, nor any published syllabary of the archaic 
and archaizing signs it employs. This volume attempts to rectify this deficiency by 
providing a substantive introduction to Babylonian ceremonial script, along with a 
history of its modern study, and several case studies of how the script was actually 
used. The introduction is supplemented by an edition of the paleographic lists of the 
second and first millennia BCE, which contain pedagogical inventories of the archaic 
and archaizing cuneiform signs, illustrating how the ceremonial script was taught, 
learned and transmitted in scholarly contexts.
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ni-ṣir-ti am-ma-an-ki-[ma]  

ta-da-al-lip-šim-ma  
ni-ṣir-ta-šá ú-kal-lam-[ka]

The scribal art is a “house of richness,” 
the secret of Amanki.  

Work ceaselessly with the scribal art  
and it will reveal its secret to you.

The Scribal Art (from Sjöberg 1972, 127–28).
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Preface

My first contact with paleographic lists was in 2000 in Syria while I was working 
on the newly excavated texts (1999) from Ras Shamra. In charge of the establish-
ment of the catalog of the Akkadian texts for the mission, I discovered such lists 
and the ceremonial script. Since then, I have worked on these texts regularly in 
Damascus. I developed my research in Aleppo thanks to the support and autho-
rizations of Daniel Arnaud and Jean-Claude Margueron who allowed me to work 
on the texts found in Tell Meskene–Emar. I would like to thank them here and 
Michel al-Maqdissi and the DGAM, and staff of the Aleppo Museum for their help.

After my initial studies on the paleographic lists from Ugarit and Emar 
(Roche-Hawley 2012b) I chose to develop this research into the first millennium 
for a comprehensive view on the topic. Most of the texts are neo-Assyrian and 
part of the British Museum collections. I am very thankful to Jonathan Taylor and 
the entire staff of the study room for their help. This was the research I proposed 
for my Habilitation à diriger des recherches defended with Brigitte Lion as referee 
and the following jury: Dominique Beyer, Dennis Pardee, Jonathan Taylor, and 
Niek Veldhuis. I thank all of the members of this jury for their remarks and en-
couragement for the publication of this work. I thank Andrew Burlingame for the 
initial translation into English. I also wish to express here my gratitude to Robert 
Hawley for his endless support and mutliple adaptations of the English version 
of my manuscript.

I was unable to collate the tablets excavated in Sippar, Ur, Uruk, and Assur 
preserved in museums in Turkey or Iraq. The texts from Sippar are particularly 
relevant and important for this study since they would be the oldest examples of 
paleographic lists, but I was not able to access these texts, which is unfortunate 
since publications mention these texts with neither copies nor pictures.

These paleographic lists, attested for the second and first millennia, record 
archaizing forms of the cuneiform signs used in monumental inscriptions and 
glyptic, as well as in certain scholarly texts. Copied over more than one thousand 
years, they demonstrate an intellectual and scholastic approach that combines 
the transmission of preserved knowledge with logical and creative reflection.

Taking up this largely unpublished corpus (or only transcribed in the MSL) 
and editing the sixty or so texts it contains, spread over a millennium and attest-
ed in Babylonia and Assyria, as well as on the periphery, I became fascinated by 
a subject that is relatively neglected and that took me much further than I had 
first thought. All Assyriologists have known since the nineteenth century AD 
that there were two types of script in ancient Mesopotamia: the script we call 
“cursive,” which was used for everyday documents, but also most library texts, 
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etc., and a script for which a label is not fixed, which is presented as an archaiz-
ing writing, reserved primarily for what Oppenheim called ceremonial use, royal 
texts, votive texts, and so on. While this digraphy is well known in Assyriology, 
neither historians of scripts nor Assyriologists consider it in their presentations 
of cuneiform writing. All descriptions of cuneiform speak of a linear evolution. 
The same cannot be said for Egypt, where the emphasis is on the coexistence of 
different scripts for different uses at the same time. In the case of cuneiform, de-
spite the classic pattern found in all textbooks, some signs from different periods 
are in fact very similar, and clearly distinguishable from those used in practice. 
So there really is such a thing as hieratic writing, lapidary writing, paleo-Baby-
lonian lapidary writing, archaizing writing, and calligraphic writing. This script 
was used for over two millennia and, after 150 years of Assyriology, there is no 
specific study devoted to it, nor any syllabary. 

This volume, in addition to a study of paleographic lists and the creation of 
a syllabary, provides the first step in a wider study of this script. This script was 
used in thousands of documents (seals, bricks, lapidary inscriptions, etc.) and it 
is obviously not possible to present a complete study of this material. For me, it 
is all about opening up a field of study and asking questions about the purpose 
of this writing—for example, its prestige value among scribes (and even Assur-
banipal was sensitive to this when he declared he was able to “read inscriptions 
from before the flood”); to denote solemnity; and probably magical and religious 
purposes.

Tamaris-sur-mer, August 18th 2023
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