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iii. PROTO-ELAMITE

“Proto-Elamite” is the term for a writing system in
use in the Susiana plain and the Iranian highlands
east of Mesopotamia between ca. 3050 and 2900
B.C.E., a period generally considered to correspond
to the Jamdat Nasr/Uruk III through Early Dynastic
I periods in Mesopotamia. This span is represented
in Iran by levels 16-14B in the Acropole at Susa (Le
Brun, 1971), as well as Tepe Yahya (Yahya) IVC,
Sialk (Sialk) IV2, and Late Middle Banesh (Banes).
Proto-Elamite tablets are the earliest complex writ-
ten documents from the region; the script consists of
both numerical and ideographic signs, the latter
sometimes assumed to represent a genetically re-
lated precursor of the Old Elamite language (see iv,
below). This supposed precursor language is, how-
ever, unknown, and the script itself has been only
partially deciphered. Nevertheless, conclusions about
the contents of the Proto-Elamite texts can be drawn
from contextual analyses and formal similarities to
proto-cuneiform tablets from Mesopotamia. In par-
ticular, the structure of published documents con-
taining accounts and the use of numerical signs and
of certain signs for objects in bookkeeping can be
somewhat clarified.

History of decipherment. Since the first Proto-
Elamite documents were discovered at the turn of the
century (Scheil, 1900, pp. 130-31; Friberg, I, pp. 22-
26) approximately 1,450 Proto-Elamite tablets from
Susa have been published. Recent excavations at-
other sites have proved that the script and numerical
systems known from Susa were in use at administra-
tive centers ranging across Persia as far as the Af-
ghan border, including the sites of Sialk, Malyan
(Malian), Yahya, and Shahr-i Sokhta (Sahr-e Stkta;
Damerow and Englund, 1989, pp. 1-2; Stolper, 1985,
pp. 6-8; Sumner, 1976; Carter and Stolper, p. 253;






