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BOOKKEEPING WITHOUT WRITING: EARLY ADMINISTRATIVE TECHNOLOGIES IN CONTEXTACTIVITIES

NINO POSTDOCTORAL RESEARCH FELLOW
1  ANNUAL CONFERENCE

The Neolithic (c. 10,500-6,000 BC) in the Near East
marks a key point in human evolution.
Communities abandoned their mobile hunter-
gather lifestyle in favour of permanent, farming
villages. This resulted in signi�cant changes in
social structure and subsistence strategies,
alongside the development of skilled craft
production and complex exchange networks.
Evidence for how early villages were managed and
how resources were distributed remains
inconclusive.

Small geometric-shaped clay objects appear in the early Neolithic. Although recent research
demonstrates that many commonly held pre-conceptions regarding their invention and use
in the Neolithic are unsubstantiated, several late Neolithic sites across Upper Mesopotamia
(e.g. Tell Sabi Abyad, Tell Halaf and Tell Arpachiyah) demonstrate evidence for the
beginnings of the use of clay objects as basic accounting tools c. 6,000 BC. Alongside stamp
seals and clay sealings, geometric clay “tokens” provide glimpses into the beginnings of
accounting activity and private ownership. The development of administration systems is
an integral part of wider social and economic developments, enabling the emergence of
complex, literate, urban communities in the Near East.

This conference brings together varied specialists to explore how non-literate systems of
information storage were used in the Near East from the late Neolithic, and why they
persisted into the �rst millennium BC. The world’s earliest known written script, cuneiform,
emerged as the bureaucratic tool of administration in the city-states of south Mesopotamia
during the late-fourth millennium BC. Yet crucially, tokens continue to be used as an
administrative tool, alongside bullae, seals and written texts into the �rst millennium BC in
Mesopotamia. Did tokens merely replicate the information stored within cuneiform script
for the illiterate masses? Were they physical guarantees or receipts to be handled,
performing a mnemonic, function in a way that cuneiform tablets could not? The
relationship between and social implications of the dual use of written and non-literate
administration and information storage devices will be explored via examination of the
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evidence from Mesopotamia. This will be interpreted in alongside examples of complex,
non-written administrative systems from the ethnographic and historical record from
various cultures, world regions and time periods.

Program and venue
Friday 6  November

10am-5pm Conference sessions (lunch provided for delegates)

7pm Conference dinner for delegates

Saturday 7  November 2020 

10am-12:30pm Conference sessions (lunch provided for delegates); Conference photo

1:30-2:30pm Discussion & closing

2:30pm Tour of museum

Presentations 30 mins long (including 5/10 minutes for questions). Preliminary sessions as
follows:

Welcome & introduction

Session 1: Background and setting

Session 2: Late Neolithic

Session 3: Early historic period

Session 4: Historic/Ethnographic parallels

Session 5: Discussion & closing

Presentations will be held in Leiden, at the National Museum of Antiquities.

Measures in view of COVID-19
The conference will run with limited in person participation in Leiden, to allow for reduced
room capacity at the conference venue.

Arrangements will be made for delegates who cannot attend in person to attend the
conference virtually.

The event will be live streamed online for members of the wider academic community who
wish to attend. Details and maximum number of online participants to be announced.

Participants and topics
Convenor: Dr. Lucy E. Bennison-Chapman, NINO Postdoctoral Fellow

Name and a�liation
(alphabetical)

 

Paper title (or topic) 

Prof. Peter Akkermans
Leiden University

(Administration and symbols in Late Neolithic upper
Mesopotamia)

Prof. Douglas Baird
University of Liverpool

(Chair)

Dr. Lucy Bennison-
Chapman (organiser)
NINO, Leiden
University

The Origins and Development of Non-Written Administrative
Technologies in the Ancient Near East

th

th

https://www.rmo.nl/en/
http://www.nino-leiden.nl/staffmember/dr-le-bennison-chapman
http://www.nino-leiden.nl/11871/NINO-2020-conf-01_Bennison-abstract.pdf


Prof. Stuart Campbell
University of
Manchester

 
Account for Change? Symbols and information management
in the later prehistory of northern Mesopotamia

Dr. Ben Haring 
Leiden University

Scribal and Non-scribal Modes of Visual Communication in
Egypt (Deir el Medina)

Dr. John MacGinnis 
British Museum &
University of
Cambridge

Token Accounting in the Assyrian Empire

Manuel Medrano
University of St
Andrews

Cords in Court: The paper khipus of early colonial Andean
legal proceedings

Prof. Steven Mithen
University of Reading

Symbolic Thought, Cognition, Prehistoric Mind: The
relationships between words, thought and cultural evolution

Prof. J. Cameron
Monroe
University of
California, Santa Cruz

 (Administration in the Kingdom of Dahomey, 18th century AD
west Africa)

Dr. Tanja Skambraks
University of
Mannheim

Tally Sicks in Medieval Europe

Dr. Christina
Tsouparopoulou
University of
Cambridge

(Materiality, writing and the use of cylinder seals in the Early
Historic Period)

 
Dr. Willemijn Waal
NINO, Leiden
University

 
The Role of Bullae within the Hittite Administration Revisited

 
Prof. Christopher
Woods 
University of Chicago

 (4MBC bullae, tokens and writing)
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