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ABSTRACT OF THE BOOK

This work is the publication, with some corrections, updating and minor adjustments, of the first
doctoral thesis on the subject of the palacography of the Akkadian of the scribes of Ugarit. Completed
in the framework of the Syro-French archaeological mission of Ras Shamra-Ougarit, it was defended in
December 2008 before an international jury for a joint doctorate from the Université Paris [V-Sorbonne
and the Institut Catholique de Paris. Its principal aim was the implementation of a method that attempted
to answer the problem concerning scribal hands in ideo-syllabic cuneiform texts. As the application of
this method to other texts from Ugarit had generated new research and publications by its author, it was
necessary to devote a whole book to what was their source. This book is divided into four quite distinct
chapters.

The first chapter summarises the history of research in this field and shows, with the help of
illustrations, the development of the views of Assyriologists on this script. For some time their priority had
been to decipher, transliterate, transcribe and translate the texts. The standardisation of signs simplified the
task but concealed the palacographic features peculiar to each scribe. Then, the Assyriologists started to
reproduce more faithfully what was on the tablet, which led to research on the question of the identification
of scribal hands. Often evoked in the second half of the 20th century, very rarely studied, sometimes even
denied, this specific aspect, thanks to the new technologies of computing and digital photography, could
then be attempted. The studies by J.L. Ellison on the alphabetic tablets of Ugarit, the first to apply such
technologies to these texts, have made it possible to look right inside a sign, to capture all the features
exactly as they appeared on these tablets and explain their layout from the movements that the clay had
undergone. They are set out in his unpublished doctoral thesis defended in Harvard in 2002. The section
concerning the criteria to be adopted for a palaeographic study of cuneiform is summarised and discussed
in the first chapter of the present book. Knowing that only 4% of the texts discovered in Ugarit are signed
and that essentially they are texts in ideo-syllabic cuneiform, a palacographic study of them focussing on
the problem of the hands of the scribes was required. The complete corpus of legal texts was particularly
well suited because it contains over 300 documents, almost a third of which bear the name of the scribe
who wrote them.

The second chapter presents a list of all the scribes of Ugarit whose names have reached us, i.e. about
fifty-one names. This list is then described in detail. Each name is given a serial number. It is accompanied
by a brief commentary for the scribes whose script is not the object of this study but summarising what
is known about them. For the twenty-seven scribes who signed the published legal texts, their corpus is
described in detail. Before the description of each text a digital photograph in colour of the obverse and
reverse of each of their tablets is provided. They are systematically given a reference linked to the serial
number of the scribe. The find spot, editio princeps, nature and topic of the text, name of the king (when
it appears) as well as the names of the people concerned are specified. The formulae of introduction and
authentication, with all the names of the witnesses, are transliterated and translated. Thus the commentary
revolves around various problems to which palacographic analysis could provide answers or at least some
partial answers. The problems of dating are the subject of constant debate. As the names of the scribes that
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occur most often on legal texts dated by the name of the king under whom the act was passed, identifying
their script on undated texts was all the more desirable since the tablets of Ugarit that were written down
between the reigns of Nigmadu II and Ammurapi, i.e. from 1370 to 1185 BCE.

The third chapter is the most substantial in the book. It is divided into two sections. The first applies
the method implemented to attempt to distinguish pertinent criteria that enable the different scribal hands
to be identified. A set of 455 different tablets, including all the legal texts, kept in the national museums
of Damascus and Aleppo as well as in the Louvre museum, has been photographed digitally for this
purpose. All the signs on each tablet have been identified from digital images and divided into 298 sets,
each corresponding to the generic name of the sign. These sets have been further subdivided in respect of
the reading of a sign, giving a total of 1297 sets. In each series the signs have been sorted, classified and
sorted again several times in respect of any variants visible to the eye. These variants, sorted and classified
a final time, then grouped by the name of a sign, have made it possible to establish for each of the 298 sets,
categories that, once codified, would make it possible to draw up a catalogue of the signs in the form of a
table and then comment on it.

The second part of the third chapter is a catalogue of the signs in the signed legal texts and of one
anonymous text, to which are added comments by the author. It comprises 197 sets of signs that have been
identified in these texts. For each of these sets there is a table. The different categories that their variants
have generated are first presented in a table, a summary form of these variants, above which are the
photographs. These photographs from the general catalogue mentioned in the previous paragraph come
from different corpora of signed legal texts and from a single anonymous text. In respect of each of these
images the name of the scribe is specified and the numbers of their tablets on which this type of variant
occurs are given. Each chart is followed by a four part commentary. The first is on the frequency and the
description of the sign in general. The second provides the various categories of variants that have been
identified among the whole set of 455 texts studied and specifies their coding. The third evaluates the level
of relevance of these categories per tablet, also in the same set of 455 different texts. The final part reports
the comments peculiar to the signed legal texts and allows the relevance of the categories to be refined by
testing them not simply on one tablet but on the whole corpus by the same scribe. The results of this study
throw new light on the identification the scribal hands by establishing a hierarchy for the pertinence not
only of the variants of the same sign but also clearly variants of certain specific signs.

Relying on the elements highlighted in the charts of the catalogue, the fourth chapter presents for each
scribe the characteristics of his script, in this way highlighting the real nature of scribal hands. It shows that
these are defined by a combination, specific to each, of the choice of signs and their variants, the criteria
being random, permanent or missing. Suitable answers could then be proposed for the various problems
arising from the description of the scribes given in the second chapter. The method of using categories
has also made it possible, by rationalising what the signs themselves contain, to identify the writers of
anonymous tablets, to discard from particular corpora some texts with uncertain signatures that had been
wrongly ascribed to them and to confirm identifications that up to now have remained hypothetical. It
has provided unpublished information for the date and origin of some texts, in this way opening up new
perspectives for research in terms of both history and epigraphy.

Traduction réalisée par Wilfred WATsoN.
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