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On the Origin of Alphabetic Writing

Over the past few years, several scholars have advanced new theories regarding the origin of the
alphabetic writing. Douglas Petrovich (2016) and Paul LeBlanc (2017), for example, both argue
that the ancient Israelites invented the alphabet during their sojourn in Egypt.' And in a 2019 article
for Bible and Interpretation, Robert Holmstedt suggests that the inhabitants of Byblos developed
the alphabet from the earlier Byblos Script, an undeciphered writing system found at the
Phoenician city of Byblos. As part of this article, he articulates several important questions about
the invention of the alphabetic writing that should guide all future inquiries into the topic: Who
invented the alphabet? Where did they come from? Were they familiar with any of the other writing
systems used in the ancient Near East? In this article, I will review the inscriptional and historical
data that can help us answer these questions, evaluate Holmstedt’s arguments, and present my own
theory of alphabetic origins.

1. Review of the Evidence

The earliest alphabetic inscriptions furnish the primary evidence regarding the invention of the
alphabet. These inscriptions come from the Egyptian sites of Serabit el-Khadem and Wadi el-Hol
(see map). In 1905, Sir Flinders Petrie (1906: 129-30) discovered ten early alphabetic inscriptions
while excavating the Egyptian temple and turquoise mining facility at Serabit el-Khadem.
Subsequent excavations at Serabit el-Khadem—ifrom 1920s to the 2000s—have uncovered an
additional 37 early alphabetic inscriptions (Lindblom 1931; Butin 1932; Starr and Butin 1936;
Gerster 1961: pl. 65; Sass 1978; Tallet 2012: 1.51, 60-61, 151-52, 2.21, 23, 118). More recently,
the members of the Theban Desert Road Survey (2005: 73) discovered two early alphabetic
inscriptions incised in the limestone walls of Wadi el-HOl, a ravine that served as a military road
during the Egyptian Middle Kingdom (2055-1650 BCE).

! For a review of Petrovich 2016 see, among others, Wilson-Wright 2017 and Wilson-Wright
forthcoming b.
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Figure 1: Map of Egypt and the Sinai (Aren M. Wilson-Wright)

A century of scholarship on these inscriptions has yielded three key insights into their content and
origin: 1) they record a Semitic language similar to Hebrew and Arabic; 2) they most likely date
to the reigns of Pharaohs Amenemhat III and Amenemhat IV (1831-1777 BCE); and 3) the letters
of these inscriptions were based on Egyptian hieroglyphics.

Sinai 345—an inscribed sandstone sphinx from Serabit el-Khadem (see fig. 2)—provides
the key for interpreting the other alphabetic inscriptions as Semitic. This object features two
inscriptions—one written in hieroglyphs and the other in alphabetic script. The hieroglyphic text
reads “beloved of Hathor, [Lady] of Turquoise” (mrj hwt-hr [nbt] mfks¥) and refers to the patron
goddess of the mining installation at Serabit el-Khadem, while the alphabetic inscription contains
a Semitic paraphrase of the hieroglyphic text, as Robert Eisler (1919: 32-33) first recognized. It
reads “beloved of the lady” (m’hbflf). The agreement between the two inscriptions on Sinai 345
provides substantial confirmation of Eisler’s interpretation. Furthermore, the phrase m’hbflt
reoccurs in at least six other inscriptions (Sinai 348, 351, 353, 356, 374), suggesting that these
texts also record a Semitic language. Building on Eisler’s work, W. F. Albright (1948: 13—14, 17)
identified a few other Semitic words and phrases in the Sinaitic inscriptions that fit the context of
a turquoise mining operation, including ngb ‘mine, miner’ and »b ngbm ‘chief of miners’. The two
inscriptions from Wadi el-HOI also contain several plausibly Semitic words, such as 7/ ‘god’ and
rb ‘chief’ (Darnell et al. 2005: 85).
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Figure 2: Sinai 345 (Butin 1932: plate x)

Of course, the production of Semitic language texts requires the presence of Semitic-speaking
people. At Wadi el-Hol, the only direct evidence for such individuals comes from an Egyptian
inscription dated to the reign of Amenemhat III (1831-1786 BCE). The author of this inscription,
“Bebi, general of the Asiatics” (bbj jmj-r ms* ‘sm.w), led a contingent of Semitic-speaking soldiers
through the Wadi. Accordingly, the members of the Theban Desert Road Survey (Darnell et al.
2005: 86-90) date the two alphabetic inscriptions from Wadi el-Hol to the reign of Amenemhat
IIT and hypothesize that the soldiers under Bebi’s command produced these texts.

Dating the inscriptions from Serabit el-Khadem proves more controversial. The
Egyptologist Alan Gardiner (1916: 13—14) originally dated these texts to the reigns of Amenemhat
IIT and Amenemhat IV (1831-1777 BCE) since the Egyptian inscriptions from this 54 year time
period contain more references to Semitic-speaking individuals than inscriptions from any other
time period.” They mention four individuals with Semitic names, a visiting foreign dignitary called
“Habidadum, brother of the prince of Retenu,” Asiatics, and men of Retenu (Wilson-Wright 2016:
248-49).> One these monuments (Sinai 112W) even depicts Habidadum and two of his retainers
(fig. 3; Cerny 1935; Goldwasser 2012: 354—58). Taken together, this evidence suggests that
Habidadum was a junior partner in the mining expeditions to Serabit el-Khadem and led a
contingent of Semitic-speaking individuals to Serabit in order to procure turquoise for export to
Retenu (McCarter 2001: 16—-17).

* The New Kingdom inscriptions from Serabit el-Khadem contain only a single reference to
Semitic-speaking individuals (Giveon 1981), although as Sass (1988: 137) notes, the New
Kingdom inscriptions contain less historical information that their Middle Kingdom counterparts
? For the social and geographic scope of the terms “Asiatic” and “men of Retenu,” see page six
below.



Figure 3: Sinai 112W, Showing Habidadum and his Two Retainers (Goldwasser 2012: 353)

Several decades later, however, J. Leibovitch (1963: 201) re-dated the inscriptions from Serabit
el-Khadem to the New Kingdom (1550-1065 BCE) based on art historical grounds. He claimed—
without much evidence it turns out—that the sphinx on which Sinai 345 is carved represented the
New Kingdom Queen Hatshepsut (1473—1458 BCE). At the time, almost all scholars adopted his
new dating. In 1988, however, Benjamin Sass (1988: 135-37) showed that Leibovitch based his
arguments on two badly-mutilated, anthropomorphic statues of Hatshepsut—hardly a reliable
source of evidence for such a drastic re-dating. Sass (1988: 139) also concluded that the 19"
century BCE represents the most plausible date for the early alphabetic inscriptions from Serabit
el-Khadem and several scholars (Darnell et al. 2005: 90; Goldwasser 2011: 267; Wilson-Wright
2016: 248-49) have followed his lead.* If they are correct, then the inscriptions from Serabit el-
Khadem are roughly contemporary with the two inscriptions from Wadi el-H6l and were most
likely produced by members of Habidadum’s entourage sometime between 1831-1777 BCE.

Most of the letters found in these inscriptions resemble hieroglyphic signs (fig. 4). This is
no accident. As the Egyptologist Allen Gardiner (1916: 14) first pointed out, the inventors of the
alphabet borrowed the shapes of the letters from the hieroglyphic script, but assigned them names
and sounds based on their own language. For example, they adopted the house pictograph (see fig.
5 below) to represent the sound b because the word for ‘house’ in their language, bétu, began with
a b. bétu also served as the original name of this letter, which survives down to the present day as
Hebrew bét, Greek beta, and English bee. Ninety years later, Gordon Hamilton (2006) identified
the hieroglyphic models of almost all of the letters found in the early alphabetic inscriptions and
reconstructed their names and sounds.

* Recently, Sass (2004/2005) has adopted a 13" century BCE date for the early alphabetic
inscriptions.
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Figure 4: Some Correspondences between Hieroglyphic and Alphabetic Signs (Aren M. Wilson-
Wright)

Figure 5: An Alphabetic bét from Sinai 359 (Aren M. Wilson-Wright)
II. Tentative Conclusions

We can draw several conclusions from this brief overview of the data. First, the inventor(s) of the
alphabet spoke a Semitic language, which served as the source for the names of the letters. Second,
they worked in an Egyptian environment, where they had ample opportunity to observe and adapt
hieroglyphic signs. Third, they must have worked in a centrally located site withing Egypt
sometime in the 20™ or early-19™ century BCE in order for alphabetic writing to spread to remote
corners of the Egypt by the mid-19" century BCE. There are several possibilities, but in my
opinion, the city of Avaris (modern Tell el-Daba) in the eastern Nile delta represents the most
plausible option for this site. As the Egyptologist Manfred Bietak (2010b) has shown, many
Semitic-speaking individuals called this city home during the Middle Kingdom, including perhaps



Habidadum’s brother, “the prince of Retenu.” Excavations at Tell el-Dab‘a have yielded a scarab
seal that originally belonged to “the prince of Retenu, Di-sobek-em-het” (Martin 1998) and a seal
impression bearing the title “the prince of Retenu” (Bietak 2010a; 2010c). These objects provide
a potential link between the Semitic-speaking community at Avaris and Habidadum’s contingent
at Serabit el-Khadem.

Despite this connection, the exact ethnic and social identity of the alphabet’s inventors
proves harder to pinpoint. We can glean some data from the identity of the earliest users of
alphabetic writing. At Serabit el-Khadem, these individuals belonged to Habidadum’s retinue of
“Asiatics” and “men of Retenu”; at Wadi el-Hol, they were “Asiatics.” Such descriptors are not
particularly helpful, however. In the Middle Kingdom, the term Retenu designated a large swathe
of the modern Middle East, ranging from today’s Israel and Jordan in the south to Syria in the
north (Gardiner 1947: 142—-149; Posener 1949: 72—73; Fecht 1984: 473—477). This area did not
constitute a single unified territory. The Middle Kingdom execration texts—a series of curses
directed at the Pharaohs’ foreign enemies—refer to dozens of smaller kingdoms located within
Retenu itself (Sethe 1926: 43-54; Posener 1940: 62-94; Koenig 1991: 111-12). The term
“Asiatic” was similarly broad. It could refer to anyone from the wider ancient Near East (Ryholt
1997 293-94; Schneider 2003: 5).

The social class of the alphabet’s earliest users is easier to determine. At Serabit el-
Khadem, script use was stratified by class. Only upper class Semitic-speakers, such as Habidadum,
had the financial means to hire the highly-trained scribes and stone-carvers who could produce a
hieroglyphic inscription.” The men under his command weren’t so lucky. These individuals quite
literally occupied the bottom of the socio-economic order. Five Middle Kingdom Egyptian
inscriptions from Serabit el-Khadem (Sinai 85N, 110W, 1148, 115, 120N) list the members of the
expeditionary forces and without fail, the two Semitic-speaking groups, “Asiatics” and “men of
Retenu,” appear at the end, right before the pack animals. As a result, these individuals never
appear as the authors of hieroglyphic texts at Serabit el-Khadem, and instead opted for cheaper,
DIY-alphabetic inscriptions. What little we can read of the alphabetic inscriptions support this
conclusion: several texts identify their author as either a “miner” (ngb in Sinai 350) or a “chief of
miners” (b ngbn in Sinai 346 and 349).°

Given the prestige attached to hieroglyph writing, it seems unlikely that the alphabetic
writers at Serabit el-Khadem could also write hieroglyphs. If they could use the more prestigious
hieroglyphic script, why would they have bothered with alphabetic writing at all? Nevertheless,
many of the alphabetic writers at Serabit el-Khadem sought to capture the prestige of hieroglyphic
writing by imitating the form and phrasing of the Egyptian inscriptions. Many of the Egyptian
inscriptions from Serabit el-Khadem appear on monumental pillars. Similarly, many of the
alphabetic inscriptions appear on crude pillars, pillar-shaped plaques, or within the two-
dimensional outline of a pillar (Sass 1988: 10). The alphabetic writers at Serabit el-Khadem also
imitated the common Egyptian formula “Beloved of Hathor, lady of Turquoise” (mrj hwt-hr nb.t

> But even Habidadum couldn’t afford the best of the best. The inscriptions bearing his name are
of relatively low quality compared to some of the other hieroglyphic inscriptions found at Serabit
el-Khadem.

% On these texts see most recently, Wilson-Wright forthcoming a, Wilson-Wright forthcoming c.
Chief of miners was not as lofty of a position as it sounds. According to the Egyptian inscriptions
from Serabit el-Khadem, a “chief of miners” oversaw a group of only nine other workers.



mfks¥) in their own inscriptions; seven of the alphabetic inscriptions include the Semitic formula
“beloved of the Lady” (m[”]hb[b]‘lt Sinai 345, 348, 351, 353, 356, 361, 374).

I11. Review of Holmstedt’s Proposal

We can use the evidence from the earliest alphabetic inscriptions to evaluate Holmstedt’s recent
theory of alphabetic origins. He argues that the inhabitants of Byblos derived the alphabet from
the earlier Byblos script and brought it with them to Serabit el-Khadem. In support of this
argument, he cites three pieces of evidence: 1) the similarity between the Byblos Script and the
letters of the earliest alphabetic inscriptions; 2) the equation of Hathor with the Semitic goddess
“the Lady” (b*lt)—whom he identifies as “the Lady of Byblos” (b‘lt gh/)—on Sinai 345; and 3)
the unlikelihood of illiterate (i.e., pre-literate) individuals inventing a new writing system
(Holmstedt 2019: 10). Upon closer inspection, all three pieces of evidence prove problematic.

The Byblos script is an undeciphered, syllabic writing system from the Phoenician city of
Byblos.” It appears on 14 inscriptions, which contain approximately 783 letters in total (Vita and
Zamora 2018: 77). The date of these inscriptions is debated. The excavator of Byblos, Maurice
Dunand (1945: 87) dated them between 1900 and 1600 BCE; Georges Posener (1969: 239)
proposed a 19™ century BCE date; and James Hoch (1991: 119) favors a date before 1900 BCE.
Many of the signs in the Byblos script resemble Egyptian hieroglyphs (fig. 6), which suggests that
the Byblos script—Ilike the alphabet—was based on the hieroglyphic writing system (Vita and
Zamora 2018: 97)). Several of the signs in the Byblos Script also resemble early alphabetic letters
(Vita and Zamora 2018: 97; see fig. 7 below).
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Figure 6: Correspondences between Hieroglyph Signs and Signs from the Byblos Script (Dunand
1945: 122-23)

7 In a syllabic script, letters represent entire syllables, such as “ba” or “ku,” rather than single
consonants or vowels, as the do in an alphabetic script.
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Figure 7: Correspondences between Signs from the Byblos Script (left column) and Early
Alphabetic Letters (middle column) (Hoch 1990: 119)

Despite this similarity, there are two obstacles to seeing the Byblos script as the mother of
alphabetic writing. In general, letters tend to change over time, often becoming less pictographic
in the process (Cross 2003: 345-47). A lowercase “a,” for example, looks nothing like its early
alphabetic progenitor, the ox-head pictograph (see fig. 8 below). But, in several cases, the signs in
the Byblos script are more developed than their proposed alphabetic counterparts (fig. 8). This
means that the alphabet cannot derive from the currently attested form of the Byblos Script, but
would have to come from an earlier, more pictographic form of this writing system. Second, eight
of the alphabetic letters (i.e., d, &, , p, s, s, w, and z) lack a clear counterpart in the Byblos script.
To maintain the connection between the two writing systems, we would need to assume that the
Byblos Script either lost these letters or the users of the alphabet invented them. But there is no

(ox-head)
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(fish)
(rejoicing man)
(fence?33)
(arm)

(hand)

(palm of the hand)
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(teeth)

(mark)

evidence for doing so.

Byblos Script

Figure 7: Comparison of the Ox-head Sign from the Alphabet and the Byblos Script (Aren M.

Wilson-Wright)

Early Alphabet



In light of these complications, I follow Dunand (1945: 122—-131) in seeing the Byblos Script as
the sister of alphabetic writing, rather than its mother. Such an arrangement helps explain the
similarity between the two writing systems—they both derive from the same hieroglyphic parent
system—while avoiding the difficulties with treating the alphabet as the direct descendant of the
Byblos script. In this scenario, the inventor of the alphabet and the inventor of the Byblos Script
worked independently and adapted a slightly different subset of hieroglyphic signs, leaving certain
alphabetic letters without an equivalent in the Byblos Script. The process of simplification then
took place at different rates in the two writing systems: certain alphabetic letters remain more
pictographic than their counterparts in the Byblos Script.

Holmstedt argues that the alphabetic writers at Serabit el-Khadem equated Hathor with the
“Lady of Byblos,” the patron goddess of Byblos. As Sinai 345 shows, the Semitic title “the Lady”
(blf) served as a translation and abbreviation of the longer Egyptian title for Hathor “the Lady of
Turquoise.” It does not necessarily suggest an identification between Hathor and a Semitic
goddess, such as the “Lady of Byblos” (b‘lt gbhl). And even if it did, there is no guarantee that the
title 5'/¢ in these inscriptions refers to the Lady of Byblos. Many Semitic goddesses bore the title
“Lady” (bl7) in the 2™ and 1 millennia BCE, including Anat (Rahmouni 2007: 108—117), Nanay
(van der Toorn 2018: 69—70), and an otherwise unnamed goddess from the Aramean kingdom of
Hamat (Payne 2012: 64). Furthermore, there is no evidence that any of the Semitic -peaking
individuals at Serabit el-Khadem came from Byblos, which might tip the scales in favor of treating
bflt as an abbreviation of b/t gbl. The Egyptian word for Byblians (kbnj) never appears in any of
the Egyptian inscriptions at Serabit el-Khadem from the Middle Kingdom.® Nor did the broader
term “men of Retenu” include Byblians during the Middle Kingdom. The execration texts from
this time period distinguish between Byblos and Retenu—indicating that Byblos did not fall under
the umbrella of Retenu.

According to Holmstedt, it is unlikely—or even impossible—for pre-literate individuals
to invent a new writing system. He writes (Holmstedt 2019: 7):

how can we call those who invented a writing system “illiterate”? Is it logical to speak of
people who cannot by definition write inventing a writing system? If they were illiterate,
then their products cannot be texts and their forms cannot be a writing system, but only an
incoherent set of scratches that reflects either an attempt at crude art or simple mimicry of
what they witnessed produced by literate scribes. But then, why would they go to such
trouble? And is this reasonable as an activity that unfolded over half a millennium?

He concludes on the basis of this argument that the inventors of the alphabet must have known
another writing tradition because pre-literate individuals cannot invent new writing systems. But
as mentioned above, this is not necessarily the case. At least two other writing systems—the
Cherokee syllabary and the Pahawh Hmong alphabet—were invented by pre-literate individuals.
Furthermore, Holmstedt’s arguments make it difficult to explain the existence of writing at all: if
only literate individuals can invent new writing systems, how did the practice of writing originate
in the first place? The inventors of the first writing systems—cuneiform, Mayan hieroglyphs, and

® This term only appears in a single New Kingdom inscription from Serabit el-Khadem (Sinai
275 NE 2, dated to 1148 BCE), where it describes a certain class of ocean-going ship, rather than
an ethnic group.



Chinese characters—must have been preliterate. There simply weren’t any existing writing
systems for them to imitate.

IV. An Alternative Scenario

Although Holmstedt’s theory of alphabetic origins is problematic, his work highlights several
important questions regarding the invention of alphabetic writing: Who invented the alphabet?
Where did they come from? And what other writing systems, if any, were they conversant with?
Based on the evidence from the earliest alphabetic inscriptions themselves, I propose the following
scenario as a tentative answer to these questions: unable to write hieroglyphs themselves, a
Semitic-speaking individual or individuals at Avaris or another centrally located site sought to
recreate the prestige of the Egyptian script by inventing a new writing system. As the basis of this
new system, they adopted a subset of Egyptian hieroglyphs, but gave them new sounds
corresponding to the sound system of their own language.

This scenario receives support from several historical parallels. Sequoyah, the inventor of
the Cherokee syllabary, adopted and adapted characters from the Latin script (Walker and
Sarbaugh 1993: 83—4), while Shong Lue Yang, the inventor of the Pahawh Hmong alphabet, drew
on the existing Lao alphabet for inspiration (Smalley 1990: 86-90). As mentioned above, both
men were pre-literate prior to inventing a new writing system (Walker and Sarbaugh 1993: 71;
Smalley 1990: 86-90), which suggests that the inventor(s) of alphabetic writing may have been
pre-literate as well (Goldwasser 2015). This makes sense. Pre-literate individuals have a bigger
incentive to invent a new writing system than literate individuals. Literate individuals can always
fall back on the writing tradition they already know. So why reinvent the wheel? Therefore, I
would tentatively attribute the invention of the alphabet to a lower class, possibly pre-literate
Semitic-speaker working at Avaris. With luck, future discoveries will bring this portrait into
sharper resolution.
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