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Vinča symbols, central Europe, 6th to 5th millenia BCE



Nsibidi, southeast Nigeria



Winter count pictographs, Olglala Lakota 



Australian message sticks



The Colour Game experiment



The Heraldry Project



Cherokee syllabary, 1821.



Sites	
  of	
  modern	
   script	
  invention



Wolof,	
  1961

Masaba,	
  1930

Loma,	
  1930s

Gola,	
  ca.	
  1960s

Kikakui,	
  1921

Kpelle,	
  1930s

BassahVah,	
  1920s

Bété,	
  1956 N’ko,	
  1949

Medefaidrin,	
  1931

Shü-­‐mom,	
  
1896-­‐1910

Bagam,	
  ca.	
  1917	
  

Mandombe,	
  	
  1978

Wolof	
  Saaliw	
  Wi,	
  2002

Vai,	
  1832-­‐1833

Yoruba	
  Holy	
  Writing,	
  1926-­‐
1928s

Dita,	
  1958-­‐1966

Fula,	
  t.a.q.	
  1964

Adlam,	
  1980s

Nwagu	
  Aneke,	
  1960

West African script invention



Sayaboury	
  alphabet,	
  1950s

Pahawh	
  Hmong	
  syllabary,	
  1959-­‐1971

Khom	
  alphasyllabary,	
  1924

Eskaya	
  alphasyllabary,	
  ca.	
  1920-­‐1937

Urup	
  Iban	
  Dunging	
  syllabary,	
  ca.	
  1947-­‐1952

Caroline	
  Islands	
  syllabary,	
  1907-­‐1909	
  

Ottomaung	
  alphabet,	
  ca.	
  1988-­‐1998

Avoiuli	
  alphabet,	
  1980s

Mama	
  script,	
  ca.	
  1920s—1930s	
  
[Easter	
  Island]

Sinsuwat	
  script?

Dinagat	
  Island	
  script?

Aksara	
  Minang?

Asia-­‐Pacific	
  script	
  invention	
   in	
  the	
  20th century
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Functions of  message sticks

• to grant authority to the messenger (passport)

• to grant authority to the message (seal)

• to reinforce memory (mnemonic)

Note: The graphic message is not a transcription 
of  the verbal message. 



Unanswered questions

• History: What is their origin and diffusion?

• Ethnography: How were/are they used in practice?

• Communication: What are their principles of  
composition and interpretation?
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Sender Messenger Recipient

verbal message

[other communicative props]

message stick
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Descriptive adequacy
• The social category of  sender and recipient
• The language and country of  sender and recipient
• An accurate representation of  the message stick (photo, 

sketch etc)
• Additional communicative props
• Direct speech transcription of  verbal text with interlinear 

gloss
• Explanation of  relationship between verbal text and 

graphic components
• Other relevant shared knowledge between sender and 

recipient
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• small sample size
• not yet coded for region
• selection bias
• elicitation errors



?



senders

recipients

sender recipient



‘person’ (identified) 
<notch at edge> 

‘sender and sender’s 
companion(s)’ 

Verbal message: woman, man, boy, singer, illness, social category, invitation, request
*Implicit knowledge: name, social category, country, initiation status

<notch>  

‘sender’ 
<two or more consecutive 
notches at edge>

People (general)
gloss grapheme languages

Danggali, Narangga, Wergaia, 
Woiwurrung, 
Danggali, Narangga, Wergaia, 
Woiwurrung

‘group’ (of  one kind, 
eg, women, moiety)

<two or more consecutive 
notches>

Semantic information that is not represented on the message stick

Wergaia, Woiwurrung

Danggali, Mandandanji, Narangga, 
Wergaia, Woiwurrung

‘second group’ (of  
contrasting kind)

<two or more consecutive 
notches on opposing edge or 
side>

Mandandanji, Narangga, Wergaia, 
Woiwurrung

‘third, fourth group’ 
(of  contrasting kind) Mandandanji

<two or more consecutive 
circles on flat surface>



verbal

implicit

tending	
  to	
  be	
  less	
  specific	
  and	
  higher	
  frequency
(unidentified	
  people,	
   common	
  activities	
  etc)

complex graphemes

tending	
  to	
  be	
  more	
  specific	
  and	
  lower	
  frequency
(identified	
  individuals,	
  locations,	
  etc)

simple graphemes

flash marks

graphic



Verbal message: name
*Implicit knowledge: name, skin/kin/clan/totem, country, initiation status

Women and men 
gloss grapheme languages

‘male participant in 
ceremony’ (identified)

<outline of  
painted man>

Muruwari, Yuwaalaaray, 
Wiradjuri

Semantic information that is not represented on the message stick

Kalkatungu, ‘Southern Queensland’

Kalkatungu

‘female participant 
in ceremony’ 
(unidentified)
‘man’ <oblique 

intersecting lines>

description image iconicity

<concentric 
diamonds>

[vulva] 

[beard] 

<bearded head> Muruwari



‘river’

‘waterhole’ 

Verbal message: name of  landscape feature, direction of  travel
*Implicit knowledge: country, border, proximity of  other places

<parallel lines>  

‘ceremonial ground’ <spoon shape enclosing 
oblique lines>

Places
gloss grapheme languages

Semantic information that is not represented on the message stick

<concentric circles>

‘place’ (any defined spot) <short horizontal line>  


