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ARTH 4573 
HISTORY OF GRAPHIC DESIGN 

section 1B – early writing systems 
phonetic phenomenon of ancient rome 

Prehistoric 

Mesopotamia 

Egypt 

Greece 

Rome 

SENATUS POPULUSQUE ROMANUS 
}  = The Senate and the people of Rome 

 
 
 

}  Phonetic alphabet 
}  ROME IS HERE 

*approximate location of Rome, Italy *approximate location of Rome -  Satellite map shows terrain and country borders/names names from 2015. 
 

*Rome -  Satellite map shows terrain and country borders/names names from 2015. 
 

}  Power of phonetic alphabets 
}  History of the Roman (Latin) alphabet 
}  Parallels in Roman development 

 
 
 

 

PHONETIC ALPHABET > phonograms 
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PHONETIC ALPHABET > phonograms 
}  Each letter represents a basic SOUND  

of a spoken language  
}  vs. pictographs 

}  Pictographs (and Phonograms) 

}  Phonetic Alphabet made up of Phonograms 

PHONETIC ALPHABET > phonograms 
}  Each letter represents a basic SOUND  

of a spoken language  
}  vs. pictographs 

}  Minimalist and adaptable 
}  PRACTICAL IMPERFECTION 

}  Impervious to culturally defined ideas 

DOUBLE LAYER OF ABSTRACTION 
}  FIRST: words divided into meaningless sound elements 
}  SECOND: phonemes represented visually with equally 

meaningless signs and letters 
}  THEREFORE: the structure of the alphabet is extremely 

organized via abstract thought 
}  ORGANIZED FRAGMENTATION 

DOUBLE LAYER OF ABSTRACTION 

}  Russian neurophysicist, Luria:   
Empirical evidence shows that the expression ‘linear 
thinking’ is not merely a figure of speech, but an actual, 
bona fide activity of the brain, which takes place in the 
anterior regions of the left hemisphere of the brain. 

}  His results also indicated that the alphabet with its 
emphasis on linear sequence, stimulates this area of the 
brain. Luria’s findings provide an understanding of how 
the written alphabet, with its lineal structure, was able 
to create the conditions conducive to the development 
of Western science, technology, and rationality.  

Hypothesis of McLuhan (and others): 
}  Observation of parallels between development of 

phonetic letters and use of alphabets altered ways of 
thinking and therefore, structure of society.   
 

}  CONSIDER THIS HYPOTHESIS.   
}  The facts of a phonetic alphabet and the development of 

Roman society don’t change.   
}  Their parallel relationship is a theory.   

}  Power of phonetic alphabets 
}  History of the Roman (Latin) alphabet 
}  Parallels in Roman development 

 
 
 

 

Prehistoric 

Mesopotamia 

Egypt 

Greece 

Rome 

 

 

}  MESOPOTAMIA 
}  “Between Rivers” 

}  Land between Tigris and Euphrates 
}  Known as the Fertile Crescent 

}  Village Culture to “High Civilization” 
}  Social Order 

}  Cuneiform (“wedge-shaped” in Latin) 
}  Achieved by pressing a wedge-shaped stylus 

made of reed or wood into soft clay tablets. 
}  First signs pictographic, later improved upon 

by Babylonians to create a syllabic script 

CUNEIFORM 

}  STARTING TO SIMPLIFY 
}  Scribes turned the pictographs on their sides and began to write in 

horizontal (rows) from left to right and top to bottom 
}  This made writing easier and writing speed increased 
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Proto-Sinaitic Script 

Prehistoric 

Mesopotamia 

   > Phoenicians 

Egypt 

Greece 

Rome 

 

 
}  Phoenicians 

}  Though the Phoenicians had cities, the people 
represented more a confederation of maritime 
traders rather than a defined country. 

PHOENICIANS 
Proto-Sinaitic Script 

+ 

More graphical system 

= 

Phoenician Script 

 

Evolved into  
Aramaic 
and Greek 

 

 

http://www.bloggingbeirut.com/docs/phoenicia1.jpg 

PHOENICIANS 
Proto-Sinaitic Script 

+ 

More graphical system 

= 

Phoenician Script 

 

Evolved into  
Aramaic 
and Greek 

 

 

Ancient Greek 

GREEKS 
}  PHONETIC alphabet 

}  First, words are divided into meaningless sound  
elements called phonemes.   

}  Then these phonemes are represented visually with equally 
meaningless signs letters.   

}  Therefore, the structure of the  
alphabet is extremely organized, but is done so via  
abstract thought and organized fragmentation 

 

GREEKS 
}  PHONETIC alphabet 
}  Took Phoenician, added vowels 
}  Writing direction: 

}  Right to Left  
}  Boustrophedon as the oxen plows 
}  Switched left to right about 800 BCE  

(also researched as 5th century BCE) 
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}  “The Greek alphabet first came into use around 700 
BC.  Within 300 years the Greeks had developed 
from dependence on oral tradition based on 
myths, to a rationalistic, logical culture which 
laid the foundations for logic, science, philosophy, 
psychology, political science, and individualism.” 
 
-Marshall McLuhan and R.K. Logan, Alphabet, Mother of Invention 

ETRUSCANS 

Liaison between 
Greeks and Romans 

The Pyrgi Lamellae: Phoenician & Etruscan Panels, gold, c. 500 BCE 

}  “The Romans owed their very existence to the 
Etruscans, and obliterated them, perhaps from 
ordinary greed, perhaps to hide a truth too degrading 
to admit.  In their stories, their origins became their 
own, or Greek.  Etruria became an appendix of 
Roman history.” 
 
-Andrew Robinson, The Story of Writing 

Duenos Inscription, c. 6th century BCE 

Roman Education 
}  Education was very important to the Ancient Romans. 

The rich people in Ancient Rome put a great deal of faith in 
education.  While the poor in Ancient Rome did not receive a 
formal education, many still learned to read and write (see 
Vulgar Latin vs. Classical Latin).  

}  Children from rich families, however, were well schooled and 
were taught by a private tutor at home or went to what we 
would recognize as schools. In general, schools as we would 
recognize them, were for boys only.  Some evidence exists that 
girls were allowed eventually. 

http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/roman_education.htm 
 

AND THEN THERE WAS ROME. 

CAPITALIS MONUMENTALIS CAPITALIS QUADRATA 
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CAPITALIS RUSTICA 

POMPEII (erupted 79 CE) – Vulgar Latin written in Capitalis Rustica 

SERIFS 
(vs. SANS SERIF) 

ALSO… 

Romans did not add 
space between words 

 

Romans did not use 
lower-case letters 
until the miniscule  
(4th – 8th century CE) 

Detail from the Trajan Column, 106–113 CE 

}  Power of phonetic alphabets 
}  History of the Roman (Latin) alphabet 
}  Parallels in Roman development 

 
 
 

 

Hypothesis of McLuhan (and others): 
}  Observation of parallels between development of 

phonetic letters and use of alphabets altered ways of 
thinking and therefore, structure of society.   
 

}  CONSIDER THIS HYPOTHESIS.   
}  The facts of a phonetic alphabet and the development of 

Roman society don’t change.   
}  Their parallel relationship is a theory.   

ROMAN ORGANIZATION 

}  “…As with the Greeks, literacy greatly influenced all 
aspects of Roman life, transforming an oral tribal 
society into a civilized one.” 

 
- Robert K. Logan, Alphabet, Mother of Invention 

ROMAN ORGANIZATION 

}  UNIFICATION and CLASSIFIED FRAGMENTATION 
}  Homogenization of Rome 
}  Laws and Codes 
}  Money, Weights, Measure 
}  Military 
}  Individualism and Nationalism 
}  Aqueducts, Sanitation, and Irrigation 
}  Education and Medicine 
}  Public Order and Peace 

}  Never before had the world witnessed such an 
extremely well organized machine, moving effortlessly 
between unification and classified fragmentation 

}  Like the phonetic alphabet 

Power of the Phonetic Alphabet 
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}  “The Greek alphabet first came into use around 700 
BCE.  Within 300 years the Greeks had developed 
from dependence on oral tradition based on 
myths, to a rationalistic, logical culture which 
laid the foundations for logic, science, philosophy, 
psychology, political science, and individualism.” 
 
-Marshall McLuhan and R.K. Logan, Alphabet, Mother of Invention 

Power of the Phonetic Alphabet 

}  “By the  
meaningless sign  
linked to the  
meaningless sound,  
we have built the shape  
and meaning of   
Western man.” 

 
- Marshall McLuhan,  
  The Gutenberg Galaxy: 
  The Making of Typographic Man 

}  NOTE:  The following will not be on the test.  
  

}  McLuhan prophesized the “Global Village” a decade+ 
before the Internet EVEN existed.   

}  So take a deep breath and CONSIDER the next slide.  
These are quotes from McLuhan from 1962. 

}  The following is a screen shot with a global 
conversation on social media… 


