
  

 

Language Studies, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)  
Biannual Journal, Vol. 15, No. 1, Spring and Summer 2024, 139-165 

https://www.doi.org/10.30465/ls.2024.47550.2169 

A review of the graphitic and graphology difficulties of 

Bookish Pahlavi writing system (with a pedagogical approach) 

Mousa Mahmoudzehi
*
 

Abstract 

Middle Persian language was written with different scripts, one of which was ‘Bookish 

Pahlavi’. Its origin goes back to Aramaic alphabet and it is a phonemic script 

typologically. Although the number of the phonemes of Middle Persian is about 30, the 

number of the symbols for writing it is not more than 14. Shortage in number of 

symbols and the existence of phenomena like historical spelling and ideograms 

introduced bookish Pahlavi a relatively hard-reading script. This article tries to review 

the graphitic and graphology difficulties with library data in an analytic-descriptive 

method, and suggests some techniques for its easier learning. The results show that even 

without referring Middle Persian texts, it is possible to overcome the difficulties of 

graphitic system of bookish Pahlavi in three to four educational sessions. But part of the 

graphology system which relate to the kind of symbols and identifying their phonemic 

values, needs some more educational sessions. Besides, the part of the graphology 

system which relate to historical and pseudo historical spelling, learned words and 

ideograms needs continual studies, and it cannot be attained during some educational 

sessions and for mastering it, referring to all the Middle Persian texts is necessary.  

Keywords: Middle Persian, Bookish Pahlavi, Graphetics, Graphology, Historical 

spelling, Ideogram. 
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Introduction 

One of the major steps for Persian Language prestige was taken when it was written 

with Bookish Pahlavi script whose origin goes back to Aramaic alphabet and many 

documents of Pahlavi writings from the time of Sassanid dynasty and a few centuries 

after Islam remained in this writing system. 
Due to neglecting the distinction between graphology and graphitic in Bookish 

Pahlavi teaching, this writing system is mostly known a hard-reading one. Rezaee 

BaghBidi mentions the following factors as the reasons for being hard-reading: multi-

valuing some of the graphemes, non-presenting some of the vowels, historical and 

pseudo-historical spellings and using ideograms.  

Although bookish Pahlavi is hard-reading, but its learning is of three advantages as 

follow: 1- There are many documents of Middle Persian in Bookish Pahlavi 2- 

Answering a lot of questions related to Old and New Persians relate to learning Middle 

Persian 3- It is also of great values in the studies of Persian language relatives.  

In previous studies, attempts are generally focused on the description of being 

Bookish Pahlavi hard-reading, but nobody has studied the graphology and graphitic 

systems of this writing system technically. This caused in many cases diverting learners 

from this writing system. This article gives the learners a knowledge in which part they 

face more difficulties and how by more concentration on certain parts, they add their 

mastering on learning Bookish Pahlavi.  
 

Materials & methods 

According to Safavi (2007: 89), three matters including 1- graphology symbols, 2- 

writing direction 3- syntagmatic features of symbols based on graphology, and three 

other including 1- grapheme types (consonants, vowels, …), 2- rules of reading 

graphemes, 3- reading system based on graphitic are discussed. In the article, based on a 

five step process as follow, it is shown how much each of the six above mentioned 

matters is effective on the hard- reading process of Bookish Pahlavi: 1- introducing the 

graphemes, 2- presenting graphology matters, 3- presenting graphitic matters, 4- 

presenting graphology and graphitic difficulties, 5- pedagogical solutions for more 

mastering on Bookish Pahlavi.  

It is to be realized that Bookish Pahlavi has a morphemic system. It means that most 

of its graphemes represent vowels or consonants in Middle Persian. Because of existing 

two types of Middle Persian remnants known as the Earlier and the Later, there are also 

two different types of reading as the Older and the Newer. Besides these two different 
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types of reading, historical and pseudo-historical spellings and ideograms have doubled 

Bookish Pahlavi hard-reading.  
 

Discussion 

The graphology difficulties of Bookish Pahlavi are generally as follow: 1- writers didn’t 

obey an assorted standard for writing the texts. They distinguished graphemes from 

each other by putting dots over or under them. 2- When attaching graphemes in various 

contexts of the words, changes happened in the forms of the attached graphemes. The 

graphitic difficulties are five cases as follow: 1- shortage in the number of graphemes, 

2-  the contextual position of the grapheme in the word, 3- historical spelling of the 

word, 4- existing learned words, 5- ideograms.  

The first step for overcoming the difficulties of Bookish Pahlavi is the distinction 

between the graphology and graphitic cases of this writing system. In the graphology 

case, firstly the superficial forms of the fourteen graphemes of this writing system must 

be educated. The second step in this case is the attachment of the graphemes which 

sometimes change the form of graphemes and sometimes do not. Totally, at most three 

sessions are needed for educating them. In the case of graphitic, it is better to change the 

Abjad order to an order based on multi-values of the graphemes.  For educating 

historical spelling, learned words, and ideograms, acquaintance with all Pahlavi texts is 

necessary and it needs much more time and patience in comparison with the graphology 

case.  

 

Result 

As it is mentioned in the article, although Bookish Pahlavi writing system is introduced 

as a hard-reading system, but due to the presence of valuable texts from Middle Persian 

in this writing system, its learning is interesting for many students as their technical 

field and other interested people. For this, different methods have been experienced 

previously, but this article in a relatively new plan, advices the distinction of graphology 

and graphitic learning steps in this writing system. Then it reminds that at most three 

educating sessions are needed for graphology even without referring texts. But for 

graphitic step, different methods with spending more time and referring texts are needed 

which is possible more easily using new technologies in comparison with those in past 

times.  
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