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one of the options: that the Mycenaeans created the script in order to ac-
commodate their language. A small number of scholars accepted a possibil-
ity that the Minoans executed this task, i.e. transformed their own script to 
satisfy the needs of a foreign language (see above). The compromise solu-
tion is that this was a collaborative effort.  

Along with the first two questions, the third will also be more thorough-
ly addressed below. For now it suffices to summarise the two main streams 
of thoughts on how abrupt the creation of Linear B was: one sees it as a 
carefully planned and sudden act, and the other as a result of a gradual 
process.  

3. DISTINGUISHING THE ORIGIN OF THE LINEAR B SCRIPT 
AND THE ORIGIN OF THE LINEAR B ADMINISTRATIVE 
SYSTEM 

A more systematic study of the last set of questions (how was Linear 
B created?) is, I believe, crucial for better understanding of the origin of 
Linear B. However, any further analysis in this direction will demonstrate 
that a search for the origin of the script is intertwined with a study of the 
main purpose for which the script was created. Thus, the administrative 
system behind the script plays an important role in understanding the 
origin of Linear B. This is where the whole issue becomes more complex 
because it is easy to fall into a trap of assuming that the two originated 
from the same source. Further sections of this book focus on showing that 
it is difficult to maintain a self-assuming notion that both Linear B script 
and administrative system were modelled after a single prototype, and 
that the origin of Linear B becomes clearer if analysed from two different 
points: the origin of the script and the origin of the administrative system. 
Since Linear B is a name used to designate both, scholars typically con-
flate these two aspects.  

A below analysis of both aspects will show that although Linear A re-
mains the most convincing predecessor for the Linear B script, when it 
comes to the administrative system Linear A does not provide convincing 
parallels. Some of these parallels are, surprisingly, found in the Cretan 
Hieroglyphic administration, which, on the other hand, is not a plausi-
ble scriptual predecessor. Thus it is indeed wrong to assume, at least on 
the basis of current evidence, that Linear B in its origin relied on a single 
source.
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Due to a very limited choice, there has not been much speculation on 
this matter. For now, there are only three options: 1) that Linear B was creat-
ed from Linear A, as supported by most scholars on the basis of numerous 
common signs; 2) that it was created from Cretan Hieroglyphic, as suggest-
ed on the basis of some more embellished forms of signs, and the fact that 
some Linear B signs can be traced back to Cretan Hieroglyphic; and 3) that 
Linear A and Linear B were created from another script, yet un-evidenced 
‘Linear X’, as a common predecessor to both. Early studies proposed that 
in fact Cretan Hieroglyphic may have played the role of the common pre-
decessor. This was partly due to a lack of any other candidates, and partly 
due to a belief that Cretan Hieroglyphic was the earliest of the three scripts.  
Subsequent discoveries of documents, however, revealed that for now it is 
not possible to show that Cretan Hieroglyphic preceded Linear A, unless 
EM III – MM IA inscribed seals from Archanes are considered as early ex-
amples of Cretan Hieroglyphic (as is done in CHIC), and not as a separate 
script. To sum up: the main argument for Linear A as a predecessor to Lin-
ear B are the numerous similarities between the two scripts, whilst the main 
reason for regarding Cretan Hieroglyphic or some third script as a common 
predecessor to both is directly opposite – certain differences between Lin-
ear A and Linear B.  

The reason why a majority of scholars readily accepted that Linear A 
was a persuasive prototype for the Linear B script is the large number of 
matching syllabograms: Carratelli, for example, had proposed fifty-four 
common syllabograms, Evans at least fifty, Myres sixty-nine, etc. The num-
ber of common syllabograms has today stabilised at seventy (almost 80% of 
all Linear B syllabograms), relying on Godart’s and Olivier’s classification 
(in CHIC: 18). The correspondence between logograms is not as prominent, 
but is still significant. As for other types of signs, Linear B abandoned, with 
a few exceptions, the rich repertoire of Linear A monograms and ligatures, 
but increased the number of adjuncts. The Linear A system of aliquot frac-
tions was replaced by a new metrical system. The system of numbers, how-
ever, remained the same. One further link with Linear A is evident: the 
manner in which transactions were presented, namely in sequences of sign-
groups + logograms + numbers. 

If the number of common signs is the main criterion for establishing 
a predecessor, then Linear B relates to Linear A better than to Cretan Hi-
eroglyphic. This is not to deny that some Linear B signs resemble those 
in Cretan Hieroglyphic (ca. 25% of Linear B syllabograms can be traced 
to Cretan Hieroglyphic), but these are in most cases the same signs that 
also show a connection between Linear A and Cretan Hieroglyphic. Ac-
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cording to the comparative list in CHIC (see fig. 9), a very small number 
of signs shows a link between Cretan Hieroglyphic and Linear B with-
out a Linear A intermediary. In saying that the Linear B script was devel-
oped from Linear A rather than Cretan Hieroglyphic the latter is thus not 
completely excluded, since some signs, as said, are common to Linear A 
and Cretan Hieroglyphic. However, when immediate influence is sought, 
more numerous similarities indicate that Linear B scribes looked primarily 
at Linear A texts, rather than those in Cretan Hieroglyphic, and probably 
consulted Linear A scribes. 

The scenario that Linear B was adapted from Linear A for the purposes 
of a new language was established immediately after the decipherment of 
Linear B, and this became the crucial explanation for the changes in the 
syllabary from Linear A to Linear B. If we discount the above mentioned 
differences in logograms and in the metrical system, which may have been 
caused by reasons other than the unsuitability of the script to a new lan-
guage (for example, different economic interests, different levels of admin-
istration reflected in preserved records, different trade-contacts, a different 

Figure 9: a table of corresponding Cretan Hieroglyphic, Linear A and Linear B syl-
labic signs (CHIC: 19).
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Figure 10. Linear B syllabary -  encircled are the signs that are common to Linear A 
and Linear B. Below are the signs for numbers, which are identical in the two scripts.
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political structure, cultural differences, etc.), and concentrate on syllabo-
grams, then the differences in the two linear scripts are minor. The number 
of common signs, however, is not the only criterion to be considered while 
discussing the development of Linear B script. Two other categories of simi-
larities and differences are important: phonetic values of the syllabic signs 
(the phonetic aspect), and the shape of matching signs (the palaeographic 
aspect). 

THE PHONETIC ASPECT

This aspect of the similarities and differences between Linear A and B 
is very difficult to assess. What we are interested in is how many Linear 
A syllabic signs were suitable for expressing Greek, i.e. how many adjust-
ments the devisers of Linear B had to undertake to render it suitable for 
the new language. The large number of common signs indicates that these 
adjustments were not immense. However, two points need to be taken into 
consideration before concluding that the phonetic systems of the two lan-
guages are therefore similar.

The first point is that it is not clear that we can indeed read Linear A 
by applying Linear B phonetical values (Meissner & Steele (2017) have ar-
gued that this is a justified method). Although most signs were transmitted 
from one script to the other, we have no conclusive evidence that the same 
was done with their phonetic values (Nevertheless, if we examine more 
recent and better documented adaptations of a script for the purpose of 
recording a new language – for example, the replacement of Arabic script 
with the Latin alphabet for the purpose of recording Turkish (Aytürk 2008), 

Figure 11. Signs for numbers – they are identical in Linear A and B ( except for the 
sign for 1000, which exists in Linear B only, not in Linear A. 
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cording Slavic languages – we see that the phonetic values of signs were 
adopted wherever possible. Additional signs were introduced only in those 
cases where the phonetic peculiarities of the new language could not be 
expressed by already existing signs in the adopted script. This is not an ar-
gument about the inadequacy of the new script-users, but an argument of 
efficacy. Why alter the values if the model script mostly worked? The same, 
I believe, goes for Linear A and B. We should furthermore keep in mind that 
this was, as far as we know, the first time that the Greeks adapted a script 
to record their language. Accordingly, they probably would not have taken 
the radical step of completely altering the phonetic values of the adopted 
signs, but would have sought to make the process as uncomplicated as pos-
sible. However, until the language of Linear A is identified, we cannot be 
entirely certain that this was the case. Thus, although most scholars accept 
the application of Linear B phonetic values to matching Linear A signs (and 
the present study does not differ from this consensus), some reservation 
should always be kept in mind.

The second point is that even if we were fully certain that Linear B pho-
netic values can be applied to Linear A signs, this would not necessarily 
tell us much about the phonetic system of the Minoan language. Various 
conventions were used when writing Greek in the form of Linear B and one 
sign may stand for different spoken syllables. The same may have been the 
case with the Minoan language(s) and Linear A.

Despite all these obstacles, in my doctoral thesis (Tomas 2004) I exam-
ined the differences in phonetic systems between the records from Haghia-
Triada and the Room of the Chariot Tablets (taken as representatives of 
chronologically closest records in the two scripts), as reflected by written 
syllabograms, and by assuming that matching signs had the same values 
in the two scripts. Two conclusions were drawn. The first is that these dif-
ferences are not as drastic as has usually been argued. It does appear that 
Linear B abandoned a number of Linear A syllabic signs which were not 
needed in Greek, and introduced some new ones for those syllables which 
could not be matched in the Minoan language. My analysis, however, has 
shown that the use of non-matching signs in either script was low. None of 
the uniquely Linear A syllabograms from Haghia Triada (HT) records was 
used in a proportion significant enough to claim that it contained some cru-
cial Minoan phonetic combinations. The same holds for the unique Linear 
B syllabograms in the RCT, apart from a group of signs of the -o series (so, 
do, mo, qo, jo, wo and no), and two of the -e series (pe and we). It can therefore 
be concluded that the HT and the RCT syllabaries significantly differ in 
only nine signs, whereas seventy are common. This may indicate that the 
adaptation of Linear A for Greek may not have been a very laborious task. 
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the –o series is generally underrepresented in Linear A, but the –u series 
better represented than in Linear B. My analysis of the Haghia Triada vo-
cabulary has shown that it is true that the number of signs containing the 
vowel o is low, but still significant, especially the syllabogram ro, often an 
ending to words (a possible suffix?). Thus it does not seem justified to agree 
with previous claims that the vowel o was foreign to the Minoan phonetic 
system. It is true, however, that it is poorly represented in comparison to 
its successor. In Linear B o is the most frequent vowel in the final syllables 
of words, so its high representation has a morphological cause (since o is a 
dominant vowel in ending of the o- declension). 

If the two scripts are taken as reliable manifestations of phonetic com-
binations represented in the two languages, we may conclude that the dif-
ferences between Linear A and B were not overwhelming – at least when 
the earliest stages of Linear B are considered – since such a large proportion 
of Linear A signs were retained in Linear B. It appears that Greeks found it 
largely suitable to record their language in the Linear A syllabary. This is 
not an argument for the similarity of the two languages, but for the similar-
ity of methods by which these languages were written down. Since mostly 
common signs were employed, this aspect of the analysis leads me to be-
lieve that Linear B script was indeed created from Linear A.  

THE PALAEOGRAPHIC ASPECT

Some Linear B signs are more elaborate or embellished than the lat-
est Linear A signs, especially than those from Haghia Triada, which some 
scholars consider the most likely substrate for the creation of Linear B. Two 
solutions have been offered as an expalnation for this issue. The first is that 
the parent-script was not Linear A, but Cretan Hieroglyphic script, some 
of whose signs resemble Linear B better than Haghia Triada signs do. The 
second solution is that the parent-script was Linear A, but not that from 
Haghia Triada and the rest of the LM IB corpus, but rather MM III Linear 
A, evidenced by the two cups from Knossos with painted inscriptions (KN 
Zc 6 and 7, see fig. 6) and some libation tables figure 12).  

Both solutions can easily be dismissed. The first falls because of the low 
correspondence in the signaries of the Cretan Hieroglyphic script and Lin-
ear B), especially compared with the obvious correspondence between the 
Linear A and Linear B signaries (see above). The second solution falls be-
cause the ornate nature of the signs on clay cups and libation tables does 
not have any chronological repercussions, but can be explained in other 
ways: for example, since the inscriptions on such objects had a decorative 
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value as well, scribes may have been more careful in making the signs re-
semble archetypal forms; the tablets, on the other hand, reflect a daily rou-
tine where no such embellishment would be expected.  

Driessen (Driessen, 1990: 147) has similarly claimed that the signs from 
the Minoan ‘monumental’ testimonia – inscriptions on stone and metal – 
show better graphic parallels with the RCT signs than those from the LM 
IB administrative documents. According to him, the former should be re-
garded as predecessors to the RCT signary. Palaima, however, argues that 
newly invented Linear B signs are more embellished because they did not 
undergo simplification through use; thus, they would be closer to arche-
typal form (Palaima 1988b: 166). 

We conclude that the elaborateness of signs is not a good criterion either 
to establish Cretan Hieroglyphic or monumental inscriptions in Linear A as 
the parent-signary, or to date the origin of Linear B to a period earlier than 
the majority of Linear A records, since so many other factors may account 
for the elaborateness of certain Linear B signs. 

Although my premise has been that – due to a high proportion of com-
mon signs – Linear B (LB) signs have been modelled after Linear A (LA), 
I did not want a priori to dismiss a proposed Cretan Hieroglyphic (CH) 
influence on the nascent Linear B signary. To test this possibility I have 
compared the CH signary to the signs from the chronologically closest Lin-
ear B deposit, i.e. the RCT, and then contrasted them to their Linear A coun-
terparts. In establishing the matching signs, I have relied on CHIC (CHIC: 
19, see above fig. 9) which identified thirty- three parallels between Cretan 

Figure 12. A libation table from the cave Psychro with an incised  
Linear A inscription (GORILA IV:56). 
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used as syllabograms in the RCT. In my comparison I have decided to focus 
on syllabograms only, because, as elaborated further below, they probably 
represent an initial stage of an adaptation of a script. It has already been 
mentioned above that differences in logograms and metrical systems may 
have been caused by reasons other than unsuitability of a script to a new 
language, and signs for these may have been formed by following different 
principles.

Those twenty RCT–CH equations in syllabograms proposed in CHIC 
are the following: AB 02–CH 070, AB 04–CH 025, AB 08–CH 042, B 12–CH 
043, AB 24–CH 052, AB 26–CH 092, AB 27–CH 031, AB 30–CH 024, AB 31–
CH 019, AB 37–CH 093, AB 38–CH 094, B 48–CH 006, B 52–CH 008, AB 
54–CH 041, AB 57–CH 038, AB 58–CH 035, AB 74–CH 045, AB 76–CH 069, 
AB 78–CH 075, AB 86–CH 040.6

When all eligible instances of these signs are compared in all three 
scripts, the following can be observed:

1. Of twenty matches in syllabograms, sixteen RCT signs have a more 
persuasive prototype in LA than in CH: AB 02, AB 04, AB 08, AB 24, AB 26, 
AB 27, AB 30, AB 31, AB 37, AB 38, AB 54, AB 57, AB 58, AB 74, AB 78. Most 
of these signs have a number of varieties in LA and not all of them closely 
resemble LB, but in most examples at least one group of LA signs is directly 
related to the RCT shapes. The main problem here is that the CH sample is 
usually small, i.e. only a few examples of particular CH signs are preserved. 
Still, from what is preserved, here mentioned CH signs resemble the RCT 
signs less than most LA counterparts.

2. Four signs remain. Of those, RCT B 86 has no convincing parallels 
in either CH or LA, there are only superficial resemblances. But, this sign 
is in the RCT attested only once, so there is no much to go on. The latest 
palaeographic study of LA- B signs is by Salgarella (2021). 

3. The three remaining signs are not attested in LA (B 12, B 48 and B 
52). Of them only B 48 has a credible prototype in the CH. 

 
When all this is summed, the case that CH may have served as a pro-

totype to LB remains very weak. We have seen that only about a quarter 
of syllabograms match (and some of the proposed CH matches have a 
very low number of occurrences on tablets, so such matches are difficult to 
prove!). Of these, a majority of signs have a LA intermediary, which is at 

6 Explanation of abbreviations: CH- Cretan Hieroglyphic sign, AB – sign common to 
Linear Aand Linear B. A – sign used only in Linear A. B – sign used only in Linear 
B, HT – Haghia Triada, RCT – Room of the Chariot Tablets. 



34

H
EL

EN
A 

TO
M

AS
   

   
   

   
   

 L
IN

EA
R 

B 
– 

TH
E 

FI
RS

T 
G

RE
EK

 S
CR

IP
T 
− 

IT
S 

O
RI

G
IN

 A
N

D
 D

EV
EL

O
PM

EN
T least in one of its varieties better related to Linear B. Only three signs do not 

have a LA counterpart, and of these, for a single CH sign we can claim to 
have been a prototype for LB (B 48). One such case is therefore insufficient 
to claim Cretan Hieroglyphic precedence over Linear A in influencing the 
creation of the Linear B script, especially when far more numerous Linear A 
correspondences are obvious. The overall conclusion therefore is that Lin-
ear A and not Cretan Hieroglyphic must have served as a source for the 
creation of the Linear B script.  

3.2. THE ORIGIN OF THE LINEAR B ADMINISTRATIVE SYSTEM

Whereas numerous similarities in the signaries of Linear A and B reveal 
them as a parent-script and its offspring, the relationship between the ad-
ministrative systems behind the two scripts was not so linear. As an admin-
istrative system I consider types of documents employed for recording ad-
ministrative transactions, their correlation in the administrative cycle, and 
methods of organising information on them. The last aspect is best studied 
on clay tablets, not only because they contained the largest amount of textu-
al information, but also because the tablet is one of the rare document-types 
that was common to Linear A and B, and can thus be an object of a direct 
comparison. It may come as a surprise to realise how distinct this document 
was in the two administrations. Despite the identical name, a Linear A clay 
tablet appears to be quite a different type of document from the Linear B 
one. These differences are most obvious in the sphere of pinacology and 
epigraphy, as further elaborated below. Since the rest of Linear A and B 
documents also display more differences than similarities, it becomes dif-
ficult to claim that Linear A administrative system served as a model after 
which Linear B administrative system was formed, a case quite opposite 
from what we saw with the scripts. An unexpected outcome of the docu-
ment analysis is that some Liner B types display similarities with Cretan 
Hieroglyphic ones. I say unexpected because of a significant chronologi-
cal gap between the documents in the two administrative systems (at least 
those documents that have been preserved to us). 

AN OVERVIEW OF DOCUMENT-TYPES

Before moving on to a more detailed analysis of the announced differ-
ences and similarities, here is a brief overview of the characterising features 
of the three compared administrative systems.
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Figure 13. Cretan Hieroglyphic types of documents. 

Cretan Hieroglyphic script was recorded on thirteen document-types:  
tablets (Hi), three-sided bars (Hg), four-sided bars (Hh), two-sided bars (Hf), 
medallions (He), crescents (Ha), cones (Hd), irregular string nodules, combi-
nation nodules (hybrids between irregular string nodules and a direct-object 
sealing), noduli, flat-based nodules, direct-object sealings and roundels. The 
following observations concerning these documents are relevant for their 
comparison with the other two administrative systems (a detailed overview 
of each type and their classification marks are given in Hallager (1996).
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glyphic document-types were intended to be attached to some other object, 
whether by means of a string (pierced bars, medallions, crescents and ir-
regular string nodules), or by being directly affixed (direct-object sealings, 
combination nodules, flat-based nodules).

2. Unlike in Linear A, where several types of documents bear seal-impres-
sions, a considerable proportion of Cretan Hieroglyphic document-types 
are inscribed only, i. e. are never sealed (tablets, bars, cones and medallions).

3. Unlike in the other two administrative systems, and especially in Lin-
ear A, only one type – the crescent – regularly combines writing with sealing 
practice.

4. Hieroglyphic sealings have a unique feature which is absent from 
Linear A and B: seal-impressions that contain carved syllabic signs (oc-
casionally also logograms), i.e. text. There are about 150 seals or seal-im-
pressions with signs of the Cretan Hieroglyphic script. The most numerous 
come from Knossos and Quartier Mu in Malia, where almost half of seal-
impressions contain CH sign-groups, while another 15% were impressed 
with single signs. Olivier argued that these inscriptions were not intended 
to be read, i.e. to convey legible information, but may have been examples 
of ornamental or decorative writing.7 

5. The practice of multiple seal-impressions, which was widely used in 
pre-LM IB Linear A administration, but much less common in LM IB and 
almost completely absent from Linear B , is present on the Cretan Hiero-
glyphic sealings from Knossos. 

Linear A administration regularly employed eight types of documents 
(see fig. 12): tablets, dome noduli (We), disc noduli (Wf), roundels (Wc), 
flat-based nodules (Wb), single-hole hanging nodules (Wa), two-hole hang-
ing nodules (Wd), and a direct-object sealing (Wg). The following observa-
tions are important for our comparison:8

7 Olivier 1989, 43. Perhaps conveying  information was of secondary importance, 
and identification of the owner of primary significance (Militello 1990, 334). Note, 
however, that Olivier himself (198: 44) notices cross-references between sign-
groups carved on Hieroglyphic seals and those incised on clay documents, which 
obviously indicates that sign-groups from the seals conveyed a certain message, 
and were not randomly used signs with a purely decorative function. The relation-
ship between the sign-groups on the Cretan Hieroglyphic seals and those written 
on other administrative documents was first examined by Evans (1921: 279).

8 Their physical aspects and function are in detail presented in Hallager 1996; con-
cisely in (Tomas 2010). Note that the direct-object sealings are common only dur-
ing the Protopalatial period of Linear A administration, and become almost obso-
lete in the Neopalatial period.



37

H
EL

EN
A 

TO
M

AS
   

   
   

   
   

 L
IN

EA
R 

B 
– 

TH
E 

FI
RS

T 
G

RE
EK

 S
CR

IP
T 

– 
IT

S 
O

RI
G

IN
 A

N
D

 D
EV

EL
O

PM
EN

T

Figure 14. Linear A types of documents. a) tablet; b) single-hole hanging nodule 
(subtype: pendant); c) flat-based nodule (subtype: recumbent); d) roundel; e) two-hole 

hanging nodule; f) nodulus (subtype: dome); g) direct object sealings on a stirrup 
jar (clay-stopper). Arrows indicate the position of seal-impressions. Drawings by K. 

Rončević based on images from GORILA, Fiandra 1968; 1975; Hallager 1996; 2001). 
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Figure 15. An example of a single - hole hanging nodule (photo H. Tomas).

Figure 16. An example of a two - hole hanging nodule (photo H. Tomas).
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Figure 17. An example of a dome nodulus (photo H. Tomas).

Figure 18. Two examples of seal impressions from Minoan sealings  
(Warren 1975: 37).
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Figure 19. Negative impressions of flat-based nodules with imprints of folded parch-
ment with a thin thread around it (Hallager 1996, vol II:).  

1. While all Cretan Hieroglyphic documents, other than tablets, cones, 
noduli and some bars, were meant to be attached to something, Linear 
A made greater use of stand-alone documents. Thus we have a larger 
number of tablets and noduli, as well as a typical Linear A document: 
the roundel. 

2. In the Cretan Hieroglyphic system only the crescent combines seal-
impressions and incised text, whereas in Linear A quite a few types of 
documents combine the two: roundels, noduli, single-hole hanging nod-
ules and a few two-hole hanging nodules. The only Linear A documents 
that almost never contain text, but always a seal-impression, are the flat-
based nodules and direct-object sealings. 

3. Apart from tablets (and one two-sided bar – PH 9) we do not have any 
other Linear A documents that contain solely text, which clearly shows 
that tablets did not require authentication in the form of seal-impres-
sions, as other documents did. In Cretan Hieroglyphic, as we have seen, 
documents other than tablets are inscribed but not sealed: bars, medal-
lions and cones. This indicates that the role of sealing was more promi-
nent in Linear A administration than in Cretan Hieroglyphic. 

4. Unlike its Cretan Hieroglyphic counterpart, Linear A makes a more ad-
vanced use of hanging documents. Hanging sealings in Linear A were 
typically used to authenticate, rather than only label commodities. Thus 
Linear A single-hole or two-hole hanging nodule, which probably hung 
off the objects, were regularly sealed. By contrast, Cretan Hieroglyphic 
medallions or two-sided bars, which hung off object too, were never 
sealed. Only one hanging CH document - type was sealed – the crescent.

5. Unlike Cretan Hieroglyphic, Linear A administration did not use seals 
that contained sign-groups (i. e. text). 
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labels, noduli, regular and irregular string nodules, direct-object sealings, 
combination nodules (hybrids between a irregular string nodule and a di-
rect-object sealing; pressed against basketry of flat surface), and occasional 
flat-based noduli. The following observations are important:
1. The number of sealing-types is smaller compared to Cretan Hieroglyphic 

and Linear A (if rare flat-based nodules are excluded). Nor is it just the 
number of different sealing-types that is reduced, so is the total number of 
all sealings: at Pylos, for example, with more than a thousand tablets, we 
find only 165 sealings. This is especially small when compared to Haghia 
Triada, which yielded 147 Linear A tablets and about 1000 sealings, or 
Zakro with thirty-one Linear A tablets and 500 sealings. Clearly sealings 
lost the prominent position they held previously: Mycenaeans either in-
vented some other form of authentication, or authentication was no longer 
necessary and administrative control was performed in some other way. 

2. The types of sealings which were most common in Linear A found no 
place in the administration of Linear B, namely roundels, flat-based nod-
ules (apart from those in the RCT), and single-hole hanging nodules. 

3. Most Mycenaean sealings were meant to be attached to commodities. 
Preceding self-standing Linear A sealing types were underrepresented: 
noduli are preserved in small numbers while the roundel was complete-
ly abandoned.

4. Unlike those in Linear A, the majority of Linear B sealings (especially 
regular string nodules) display a much clearer link to the incoming com-
modities.  

5. The use of the irregular string nodule and the combination nodule, which 
were a part of Cretan Hieroglyphic administration, but not of Linear A, 
indicates a possible Cretan Hieroglyphic link with the Linear B sealing 
system. 

6. The practice of direct sealing, after becoming almost obsolete in Linear A 
administration of the Neopalatial period, reappeared in Linear B. 

7. Linear B did not see the introduction of any novel types of sealings, apart 
from a new type of direct-object sealing which Weingarten named ‘mo-
lar’.9 Considering the numerous innovations that Linear B users showed 
themselves capable of, the lack of novelties in the sphere of sealings fur-
ther demonstrates that theMycenaean system was not particularly inter-
ested in using them. 

9 Weingarten 198:  6‒7). However, she mentions one molar in the Linear A Temple 
Repository (listed in Appendix II of Weingarten 1989: 50), and Pini mentions one 
from the Hieroglyphic Deposit at Knossos (Pini 1990: 39).
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equal importance on clay documents, writing became fully dominant in 
Linear B clay documents, while sealing practice was mostly neglected. 
Furthermore, inscribed sealings display much more written information 
than in the previous scripts, including, for example, personal names, 
toponyms, administrative terms (like o-pa, a-pu-do-ke), qualifications of 
commodities, ideographic countermarks over the seal-impression, etc. 
Palaima believes that an increase in the types of transactions required a 
greater use of writing on Mycenaean sealings.10 Linear A sealings, apart 
from roundels, mostly bear only one inscribed sign. We have, howev-
er, about 150 Cretan Hieroglyphic seals or seal-impressions with sign-
groups – in this Linear B sealings more closely resemble Cretan Hiero-
glyphic sealings than Linear A ones.11 

9. The multiple sealing system, already rare in post-LM IA Linear A admin-
istration, is not practised in Linear B.12 

10. Sealings from Knossos were impressed by the least active seal-users, 
as Weingarten puts it (Weingarten 1990: 113; 2010, 325). See also Palai-
ma 1987: 256‒257). Frequent repetition of seal-impressions indicates a 
high activity of local seal-users (as in most Minoan deposits). Seldom 
repeated seal-impressions marked incoming goods, probably represent-
ing taxes or tributes, rather than internal storeroom administration (as 
did most Minoan deposits). Furthermore, those sealings that have been 
preserved reveal a non-elite pattern of seal use, whereas some Minoan 
sealings clearly show involvement of an elite (like the Knossian replica 
rings). Weingarten 1988: 1, 13‒14).

One of the aims of the preceding overview is to point out not only strik-
ing distinctions in the types of documents employed in Linear A and Lin-
ear B administrations (and surprising similarities between Cretan Hiero-
glyphic and Linear B), but also apparent differences in those Linear A and B 
documents that bear the same name. Here follows the elaboration of some 
of the aforementioned differences, as well as some others that reveal basic 
discrepancies between Linear A and Linear B administrative systems.

10 Palaima 1987b, 256: “As Linear A economic record-keeping developed from MM II 
through LM IB, seals and sealings came to play a larger and larger role in Minoan 
economic transactions in conjunction, not in competition, with written records.” 
(see also Palaima 1994: 308).

11 Godart takes this as an indication for the influence of Cretan Hieroglyphic system 
on the development of Linear B (Godart, Kanta & Tzigounaki 1996: 594).

12 Weingarten 1988: 5. However, there is one example from LM III Malia (see Pelon 
1970:  130-135, plate XXVI/4).
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Figure 20. Two examples of Linear A tablets (Warren 1975: 37). 

DIFFERENCES IN LINEAR A AND LINEAR B CLAY TABLETS

The most prominent document-type in Linear A and Linear B adminis-
trations is the clay tablet. However, remarkable differences are noticeable in 
the spheres of pinacology and epigraphy, as well as in the role of Linear A 
and B tablets in the administrative cycle. On this occasion the most striking 
features are presented.  

Comparison of pinacological13 aspects of Linear A and Linear B tablets 
shows differences in all the examined features. Shape, size and cutting are 
addressed, whereas other pinacological features (clay texture, preservation, 
palm- and finger-prints, etc.) are not crucial for the present discussion.

Shape. Whereas Linear B makes use of both page-shaped and horizon-
tally elongated -shaped tablet (Evans initially called them palmleaf- shaped 
tablets),14 only the former is employed during the latest stages of Linear A.  

13 The term pinacology derives from the Greek word pinax - ‘tablet’. It examines the 
physical aspects of tablets: Into the study of Aegean scripts this discipline was 
introduced by Olivier (1968). 

14 A palmleaf-shaped tablet is of a horizontally elongated shape, whose height never 
exceeds its length. Such tablets in most cases have only one inscribed line, but 
sometimes two, or even three divided by ruled lines. They usually contain  con-
cise information (single transactions or simple entries), and never summarising re-
cords. When the height of the tablet noticeably exceeds its length, it is described 
as page-shaped and interpreted as a document that summarises the information 
from palmleaf-shaped tablets or sealings. As such it has many lines of the inscribed 
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ed to the MM II or MM III period. No elongated tablets with Linear A were 
found amongst the LM IB documents. It is true that many LM IB tablets 
are far too fragmentary to make a definite decision about their shape. But, 
since not a single complete Linear A elongated tablet has been preserved in 
any LM IB deposit, we assume that the fragmented Linear A tablets of that 
period were also page-shaped when complete. RCT tablets, on the other 
hand, are mostly elongated , and less than 4% are page-shaped (see further 
below). Thus, shape of the tablets is the major pinacological factor that dis-
tinguishes the RCT from the LM IB tablets (Elongated tablets are in more 
detail analysed in Tomas 2017a).

Figure 21. An example of different shapes of tablets: Linear A page-shaped tablet on 
top and Linear B elongated tablet on bottom (Warren 1975: 37). 

  text divided by ruled lines. Some tablets are of palmleaf shape, but they do not 
record single entries –  which is the second part of the definition of the palmleaf-
shaped tablet. Instead, they contain longer and more complex information similar 
to the information on page-shaped tablets. I will refer to this group of tablets as 
complex-leaf tablets. Their shape is a result of the organisation of the text: it was 
important that a certain chain of information, i.e. one entry, could fit in one line and 
was not divided between two or more. Such lines happened to be quite long, but 
not numerous, which gave a horizontally elongated tablet as a result. Since this is 
how summarising records are organised on page-shaped tablets, these horizontally 
elongated tablets should be regarded as page-shaped as well, even though they do 
not fit the above definition (basically, if we turned such a tablet 90°, we would get a 
regular page-shaped tablet). This type of tablet appears only in Linear B.
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Figure 22. Examples of the page- shaped Linear A tablets from Haghia Triada (photo 
H. Tomas in theArchaeological Museum at Iraklio.

Figure 23. A Page- shaped tablet from Pylos – its two parts joined back together after 
the tablet was broken during the destruction of the palace.
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Figure 24. Horizontally elongated Linear B tablets from Pylos (photo H Tomas, store 
rooms of the National Archaeological Museum at Athens). 

Figure 25. A drawing of a Cretan Hieroglyphic tablet (CHIC). 

Size. Linear A page-shaped tablets are generally smaller (as visible on 
figures 22 and 23), as is the average amount of information on them. The 
proportions of the size of the tablets and the crowdedness of the signs show 
that Linear B page-shaped tablets hold a larger amount of information on 
the available space. There may be several reasons for this. One may be the 
nature of the language; the comparison of the number of signs in syllabic 
groups indicates that Linear A words may be generally shorter than those 
in Linear B (Duhoux 1978: 68). Secondly, the way of recording information 
may be different in the two scripts; one possibility is that Linear A used 
abbreviations more frequently. Finally, the disparity in the length of texts 
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that Linear B page-shaped tablets may have been intended to contain more 
information than Linear A tablets. There are three possible reasons for this 
last option: (1) that in Linear A more extensive information was recorded 
on some other material, possible perishable15; (2) that Linear A tablets never 
reached an administrative level requiring the recording of more extensive 
documents16; or (3) that the larger and better organised Linear B page-shaped 
tablets are a result of the improvement of administrative practices over time.

Figure 26. A page-shaped Linear B tablet from Pylos- its size is obvious by the fact 
that it is covering the whole palm of the person holding it (photo H Tomas, store 

rooms of the National Archaeological Museum at Athens). 

15 Linear A flat-based nodules (with imprints of folded parchment with a thin thread 
around it, see fig. 19) support the idea that perishable material (Papyrus or parch-
ment)  was used for writing (Hallager 1996, vol. I, 135‒145).

16 Olivier’s distinction between domainal and palatial administration applies in this 
case. He argues that Linear A and Linear B tablets reflect two different levels of 
administration, even when the same commodities are treated. Unlike Linear B tab-
lets that represent palatial records, those in Linear A appear to reflect a lower, 
domainal economy. This distinction is corroborated by the differences in the num-
ber of people and quantities of goods recorded: low figures on Linear A tablets 
versus high figures on Linear B tablets (Olivier 1987: 231-235; 1990, 69‒72). Whereas 
Schoep, disagrees with this interpretation (2002: 41), Palaima explains the limited 
information recorded on Linear A tablets in a similar way: they concentrate on in-
dividual regional centres, i.e. they have a very local focus, whereas Linear B tablets 
have a much wider scope, the Pylos tablets, for example, cover a territory of ca. 
2,000 km2  (Palaima2004: 282, 284). Linear B administration is found in so-called 
first order centres, whereas Linear A administrative traces are often found at the 
lower, local sites (Bennet, 1988:  31 and n. 44; 1990, 199, 210‒211; Schoep, 1999: 212).
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Figure 27. The author of the book (H. Tomas) holding a Linear B tablet from Pylos 
(photo from the store rooms of the National Archaeological Museum at Athens, photo 

by K. Paschalidis).

Cutting. The reasons for this practice seem to be clearer in Linear B than 
in Linear A. In Linear B, tablets were most probably cut after having been 
inscribed, when the residue of clay with no text was removed, possibly to 
be reused to form other tablets or to economise on space needed for their 
transport and storage, probably also to reduce weight for the same reason.  
Linear B page-shaped tablets were usually cut at the bottom, exceptionally 
at the top (see fig. 23).

Cutting of tablets was not a very common practice in Linear A. In Haghia 
Triada, the site with the largest number of Linear A tablets, only ten tablets 
(15%) are cut, most of them at the bottom. We cannot claim here that this 
was, like in Linear B, done after the text was inscribed and in order to re-
move blank and therefore superfluous part of the tablet. The fact is that the 
scribes of the Haghia Triada tablets were not so preoccupied with saving 
space on tablets or neatness of filing. In most cases, when the tablets were 
cut that was not done immediately after the end of the text, but further 
below, thus leaving plenty of unused space (e.g. HT 1). This suggests that 
the tablets in Haghia Triada were cut before they were inscribed and that 
the estimation of the space needed for the text was often wrong, since many 
cut tablets are still too large for the inscribed text. Such a lack of coordi-
nation between the size of Haghia Triada tablets and the length of their 
inscriptions tells us something about the process of producing tablets. It 
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time of its production the scribe did not yet have an idea of the amount of 
the text to be written thereon. Such a disparity, furthermore, suggests that 
the scribes of Haghia Triada did not produce their own tablets, but had as-
sistants for that task, so called ‘flatteners’. An opposite case may be argued 
for the Linear A tablets from Khania. If we compare these to tablets from 
Haghia Triada, we notice that the former display a much better correlation 
between the size of a tablet and the length of its inscription. When Khaniot 
tablets were cut, that was in most cases done immediately beneath the last 
line. That means that the collaboration between the scribe and the flattener 
was much closer in Khania than in Haghia Triada – or even that they were 
the same person. 

Figure 28. A Linear B tablet cut at the bottom.

The small number of RCT page-shaped tablets (3,7% in the overall RCT 
corpus) precludes us from establishing how they fit into the overall Linear 
B pattern of cutting tablets. As for the Linear B palmleaf-shaped tablets, 
an interesting practice has been detected in the RCT. Many of the RCT 
palmleaf-shaped tablets are cut on their left, right, or both sides. This was 
not done for economising ofclay, another explanation has been proposed: 
the practice of dividing a set of information into separate records. The in-
terpretation is suggested by some features of the Vc(1) set, whose tablets 
consist of a personal name followed by the number one and cut immedi-
ately thereafter. Driessen managed to join together a number of tablets of 
the Vc(1) series, and some of the tablets of the Xd series, proving that these 
small palmleaf-shaped tablets initially belonged to one larger tablet. The 
name introduced to describe this kind of a document is a simili-join (Dries-
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these smaller units for the purpose of rearranging the information. For 
example, the initial record may have simply listed the names of people. 
By dividing this list into individual records, the information could have 
been rearranged as required, for example, according to the status of the 
people recorded, or according to their type of work (paid work or un-paid, 
slave work), or according to their particular duties, such as potters, textile 
workers, leather workers, etc. Simili-joins are a feature unique to the RCT. 
With an exception of a single other case17 we do not find it anywhere else 
in Knossos, or other Linear B deposits. Perhaps this was a very early Lin-
ear B administrative feature which for some reason proved inefficient and 
was abandoned thereafter (in more detail the issue is elaborated in Tomas 
2013).

A comparison of epigraphic features has also revealed striking differ-
ences between the two groups of documents:

Opisthography.18 The majority of Linear A opisthographic tablets comes 
from Haghia Triada. On some of them the text from the recto is continued 
on the verso due to a lack of space. On some others, however, the recto and 
verso appear to contain more than one lists. The latter tablets can still have 
a uniform document on the recto and verso, but with slight changes in their 
contents (e.g. HT 28, HT 85, HT 95, HT 123). These changes are indicated 
by a different textual structure on the two sides, or by the introduction 
of new headings, new logograms or new transaction signs on the verso.  
Sometimes ruled lines or spacing help us to distinguish different lists/sets 
of contents. 

A similar classification of the types of page-shaped opisthographic 
tablets cannot be done for the RCT documents due to their scarcity: only 
seven RCT opisthographic page-shaped tablets have been preserved, most 
of them in fragments. The text on some obviously continues from recto to 
verso. Yet, due to their fragmentary condition, it is unclear whether their 
content differs or not, and if so, how. As for the opisthography of the RCT 
palmleaf-shaped tablets, they display different patterns from page-shaped 
tablets. They mostly have a single sign or a single word incised on the verso, 
fig. 29, and I believe that these should be interpreted as classifying marks. 

17 The only other Linear B example, as detected by Olivier, are simili-joins B 7035+B 
808. B 808 was found in the Long Corridor at Knossos, but the findspot of B 7035 is 
unknown (Driessen 198:  161).

18 The term derives from the Greek word opisthen – ‘in the back, backwards’. 
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Figure 29. Linear B opistographic tablet from the RCT with a single  
sign on the verso. 

Figure 30. Linear B elongated tablet from the RCT, Knossos with vertical lines, pos-
sibly indicating where the tablet is to be cut into smaller fragments (simili-joins). 

Figure 31. A Cretan Hieroglyphic bar with incised vertical lines. 

In later Linear B administration, opisthographic tablets mostly have relat-
ed texts on their rectos and versos. It is not usual for these tablets to have differ-
ent lists on the recto and the verso, as is often the case with Linear A opistho-
graphic tablets. From this we may conclude that Linear B tablets, even when 
opisthographic, represent a single list, whereas Linear A tablets may contain 
more than one list. This reinforces the idea that Linear A tablets were meant 
only for rough and more temporary records. It did not matter that there were 
two different lists on a single document, as long as they were clearly sepa-
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T rated (for example, by a ruled line), so that there could be no confusion when 

text was transferred onto other media (some ephemeral,i.e. perishable mate-
rial, like papyrus or parchment). In Linear B, on the other hand, it was im-
portant that at the ‘page-shaped level’ of the administrative chain, each tablet 
was already a separate record, and not just a medium for ‘rough notes’ which 
were thereafter organised onto other documents. (Perhaps this feature also 
indicates less reliance on perishable material amongst the Linear B scribes, as 
further discussed below). Thus we can establish an important difference in 
the practice of opisthography between the two administrative systems. Since 
the number of RCT opisthographic page-shaped tablets is small, and so frag-
mentary, it is impossible to say if this change in opisthography had already 
taken place by the RCT period of Linear B administration.

Ruled lines. Nearly all tablets from the RCT and other Linear B deposits 
that have more than one inscribed line contain ruled lines between the lines of 
text. In Linear A ruled lines are not common. Not only they are rare, but their 
purpose is different from the purpose of ruled lines on Linear B tablets: they 
do not divide the lines of the text, they usually divide sets of contents, that 
is different lists (e.g. HT 9b, HT 86a, HT 117a). This practice is irregular and 
not all sets of content/lists are divided by a ruled line. A change of content is 
sometimes indicated by other means; for example, by spacing or a blank line.

Figure 32. A Linear Bpage-shaped tablet (PY Jn 829)with ruled lines below each line 
of the inscribed text. 
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Figure 33. A LinearA page-shaped tablet without ruled lines. 

Figure 34. A Linear A tablet with a ruled line before the word KU-RO  
(that word is encircled in red). 
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Linear A and B page-shaped tablets are mostly a result of the different lay-
out of the text. In most cases Linear B scribes employ a columnar arrange-
ment of the text(see fig. 32). In order to organise the text in this manner, 
blanks are often left between words, logograms and numbers. On Linear 
A tablets line-spacing and blanks are often a result of a disproportion be-
tween the size of the tablet and the length of the text (e.g. HT 17, HT 18). 
In some cases, however, spacing and blanks are used to emphasise certain 
words (like KU-RO, meaning the ’total’.19

(e. g. HT 95b, HT 13, HT 94b, HT 122b) or to separate different units of 
content, but again this practice is not regular.

Insertions and squeezing. There are three main reasons for insertions and 
squeezing: scribal omission, lack of space and additional clarification. In 
Linear B they are relatively rare, which means that the scribes seldom made 
mistakes while inscribing, or misjudgements about the space they needed 
to fit the text on the tablet. Linear A tablets had a higher percentage of in-
sertions and squeezing. This not only indicates that Linear A scribes made 
mistakes more often, but also that they were less skilful in organising the 
space on a tablet in relation to the length of the text. If, however, clay tablets 
were only used for rough writing, perhaps no special attention was paid to 
fitting in the text properly.

Majuscules and minuscules. The practice of employing majuscules and 
minuscules has been noticed in Linear B, but not in Linear A. On Linear B 
tablets majuscules were probably used to put stress on a particular word, 
whereas minuscules carried information of inferior importance. Some Lin-
ear B tablets commence with a word in majuscule, a sort of a heading, or a 
more general information on the data to follow (for example, a toponym), 
this more general information was intended to catch the attention of the 
reader at first glance.

Palimpsests and erasures. On both Linear A and B tablets, palimpsests and 
erasures occurred for the same reason. Palimpsests were made once the 
information on the tablet became obsolete, and the tablet could be reused 
for a new record, whereas erasures were the result of scribal mistakes. As 
one may expect, more erasures occur on Linear A tablets. As for Linear B 

19 So far only three Linear A words have been deciphered: KU-RO – ‘total’, PO-TO-
KU-RO- ‘grand total’ and KI-RO- possibly meaning ‘deficit’.Another frequent Lin-
ear A word is  SA-RA2, BUT its meaning is still unclear. I have argued in (Tomas 
2004, that it may have been a word denoting some place, possibly a store room) For 
a more detailed discussion on these words, see Schoep 2002, 159-165).
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the rest of the tablets, yet another indication that the RCT tablets are some-
how different from the rest of the Linear B corpus.

Layout of the text. Most of the epigraphical features addressed so far 
contribute to the layout of the text. They show that the RCT tablets, and 
Linear B tablets in general, are better organised, more comprehensible and 
clearer than those in Linear A. In the majority of Linear B tablets the inscrip-
tion is very neat. When it contains more than one line, a ruled line is often 
incised between lines of the text to enhance clarity (fig. 32). Other means 
are also employed to improve the neatness of the inscription. For example, 
particular attention is paid to the arrangement of information: list-words, 
logograms and numerals are always arranged in columns. Spacing and 
squeezing have been used where necessary to preserve this columnar ar-
rangement (fig. 32). Even when there is a lack of space, which is not often 
the case, signs are inserted in a way that maintains visual order. The text fits 
comfortably on most Linear B tablets, without too much space left over or 
signs squeezed in due to a lack of space. This indicates a close collaboration 
between scribes and flatteners, or perhaps even that scribes made their own 
tablets, as has been suggested by Palaima in the case of Pylos (Palaima1985:  
101‒102.).  

In comparison to neat Linear B tablets , Linear A tablets look less organ-
ised and somewhat messy (e.g. HT 26b, HT 106, see fig. 33 in this book). 
No means of emphasising more significant information were applied, such 
as majuscules. Headings are therefore difficult to spot. Sometimes, when a 
new heading is introduced in the middle of the text, blank space or a ruled 
line have been inserted prior to it to indicate the change, but not always. 
Apart from some examples of words KU-RO, PO-TO-KU-RO, KI-RO and 
SA-RA2 (for their meaning see footnote 19) no other parts of the text have a 
privileged position on the tablet that would emphasise them. Nor do Linear 
A tablets observe a columnar arrangement: in Haghia Triada, and Linear A 
in general, no attention whatsoever is paid to placing list-words, logograms 
and numerals under each other, which makes understanding the text more 
difficult. The lines were inscribed until there was no more space left, and 
then continued onto the next line; the words, sometimes even numerals are 
often split between two lines (e.g. HT 1, HT 93). Efforts were only occasion-
ally made to avoid this, such as squeezing the signs at the end of a line, or 
starting a word in a new line, since it could not fit at the end of the previ-
ous one (e. g. HT 7.3, HT 85a.3). These remarks suggest that, unlike Linear 
B scribes (and already at the RCT stage of their administration), Linear A 
scribes did not follow strict rules about the organisation of the text. Even 
apart from the lack of standardisation, the text often looks disordered. For 
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sometimes the ruled lines are not straight either (e. g. HT 106, HT 131b), on 
some tablets the previous text is not well erased (e.g. HT 29), on some oth-
ers the size of the signs is disproportionate, etc.

Four different explanations for the textual disorganisation of Linear A 
tablets are possible: 

1. Linear A scribes did not reach the level of writing clarity achieved 
by their Linear B counterparts. The chronological gap between the 
two groups may have given the Linear B scribes enough time to im-
prove the organisation of their texts (this suggests greater efficiency 
achieved through collective experience and transmission of accumu-
lated knowledge). 

2. No general and strict rules about the organisation of the text existed 
in Haghia Triada; they varied from scribe to scribe.  

3. Linear A tablets may have been less exposed to their future readers 
than those from the Linrar B deposits. According to the last explana-
tion, Haghia Triada scribes could allow themselves to be careless. 
Perhaps these tablets were more temporary than those in Linear B, 
possibly just drafts, and clearer and more comprehensible texts were 
to be copied soon after (perhaps by the same scribes who would have 
had no trouble in understanding the text which they themselves had 
written). Driessen calls this habit as of writng in a familiar fashion 
(1997: 216). See also Schoep, who suggests that Linear A tablets 
“were intended to circulate within a restricted group, whereas Lin-
ear B tablets were destined for proper archival processing by third 
parties.” (Schoep 1999: 210). 

4. Linear B page-shaped tablets are neat because they were summaris-
ing records of previously written data documented on related seal-
ings and primary records on smaller tablets (see the discussion in the 
next section). In Linear A, on the other hand, we have no evidence 
of a similar process of transfer of information (excluding one exam-
ple from Haghia Triada –Hallager 2002). It is possible that Linear A 
tablets were composed on the basis of oral data (perhaps a dictation 
to a scribe), and not written; hence the lack of neatness. If Linear A 
scribes wrote tablets by following oral dictation, they may not have 
had time to organise their texts nicely. If the dictation was slow, they 
could have applied some of the mentioned epigraphical features, 
but if it that dictation was fast, not only they had not time for the 
epigraphical features, but were also messy as a result and made mis-
takes (as evidenced by numerous erasures or squeezed signs which 
were previously mistakenly omitted).
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TA detailed comparison of page-shaped tablets in the two groups of docu-
ments has revealed that there are more dissimilarities than similarities. Both 
their pinacological features and the relevant epigraphical features indicate 
profound differences. In some cases these differences can be explained as 
an improvement of scribal practice from Linear A to Linear B, but in most 
cases they clearly show that Linear A page-shaped tablets served a different 
administrative purpose from those in Linear B. Indeed, the dissimilarities 
are so notable that page-shaped tablets from the two administrative tradi-
tions have little more than their name in common. The purpose of this par-
ticular study was to show that what we call a page-shaped tablet is in fact 
two distinct types of document in Linear A and Linear B: it is misleading to 
refer to them by the same name; and, moreover, to assume that they played 
the same role in the administrative cycle.  

DIFFERENCES IN THE OTHER TYPES OF DOCUMENTS IN LINEAR A AND LINEAR B

Apart from tablets, the following types of documents were used in Lin-
ear A during its latest phase (LM IB), and these are here listed in the de-
scending order of the total number of documents: the single-hole hanging 
nodule (about 980), the flat-based nodule (about 700), the roundel (about 
180), the nodulus (about 150) and the two-hole hanging nodule (70 exam-
ples). These numbers are taken over from Hallager (1996, vol. I). 

When we move to Linear B administration, we surprisingly find that 
only the page-shaped tablet connects it to Linear A (although, I stress again, 
there are crucial differences, as elaborated in the preceding section). Oc-
casional noduli have been found as well, but with the total of nineteen ex-
amples, we cannot claim that the nodulus was a widely employed Linear 
B document. The three most represented Linear A types of sealings were 
abandoned in Linear B: the single-hole hanging nodule, the roundel and 
the flat-based nodule, of which we find only several examples in the RCT). 
Since the RCT may be considered as the transitional stage in the develop-
ment of Linear B, I am inclined to regard its flat-based nodules as a short-
lived legacy from Linear A.  

The reason why the single-hole hanging nodule and the flat-based nod-
ule were abandoned in Linear B may lay in their function. As suggested by 
Hallager 1996, vol. I), flat-based nodules sealed documents in perishable 
material, probably folded parchment, as indicated by the imprints on the 
bottom side of the sealing. As far as single-hole hanging nodules are con-
cerned, Hallager (ibid.) suggests that these were hanging off papyrus-rolls. 
Both documents were thus used to authenticate records on perishable ma-
terial and prevent their unauthorised viewing. These two document-types 
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ment in Minoan society. 20 Their disappearance in Linear B, however, does 
not necessarily indicate that perishable material was no longer used, but 
rather that there was possibly no need for their authentication in the way 
that was done within Linear A administration. The same explanation can-
not be given for the disappearance of the roundel, since this document was 
not attached to the records on perishable material, but served as a receipt 
for goods taken out of the storage room Hallager 1996, vol I). I have ex-
plored the possibility that the function of this type of document may have 
been in Linear B assumed by the elongated -shaped tablet (Tomas 2008). 

The final document-type the remains to be discussed is the two-hole 
hanging nodule. A similar looking Linear B document was for a long time 
referred to by that name. Hallager’s later study, however,showed that there 
are significant differences from the Linear A two-hole hanging nodule. This 
is why he introduced a new name – the string nodule – which can further-
more be divided into two separate types: regular string nodules (inscribed 
and probably attached to incoming goods), and irregular string nodules (un-
inscribed and probably attached to stored goods; they were mostly found 
broken, probably a deliberate act at the time of their use). Apart from some 
physical features the purpose of these two documents also appears different 
than in Linear A. According to Hallager (2005, 253–258), in Linear A the two-
hole hanging nodule was used to label commodities ( Hallager 1996, vol. I:  
36). In Linear B, on the other hand, string-nodules served to record primary 
transactions and were attached to the relevant commodity. Once detached, 
recorded information was transferred onto page-shaped tablets(Piteros, Ol-
ivier & Melena 199: 115, 182). The same process cannot be argued for Lin-
ear A two-hole hanging nodules. Further difference is that in Linear B this 
document (i. e. one of its sub-types) was more frequently inscribed than in 
Linear A. This may be taken as another evidence for a more prominent role 
of writing than of sealing, unlike in Linear A administration where writing 
and sealing practices were equally important.

20 Weingarten 1983; Hallager 1985, 14 – 15; 1996, vol. I, 135 – 145, 197 – 199; 2000a. 
It was in fact Hogarth who first proposed that the Zakro sealings may have been 
pressed against papyrus (190:  76). Evans also thought that some sealings were 
attached to documents on papyrus or parchment. He believed that the two ink-
written Knossian cups (KN Zc 6 and 7) indicated a wider use of ink for writing 
on perishable material (Evans1921:  617, 638, 679; 19:  592-593). The use of perish-
able material has been further supported by Halbherr (1903, 3), Pugliese Carratelli 
(1945:453), Marinatos (1951:  40), and Pope who proposed that the thinness of the 
strings of some nodules (or cretulae, as they were called then) indicated that they 
were attached to light objects, such as documents on perishable material (1960: 201).  
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A sealing-types continued into Linear B. If we remember previously dis-
cussed differences in tablets, we can extend this conclusion to saying that 
there is no a single document-type common to LM IB Linear A and Linear 
B. Once again, I need to express caution in assuming that documents bear-
ing the same name were actually the same types of document. Both page 
shaped-tablet and the two-hole hanging nodule are excellent examples. By 
introducing the new name in Linear B (string-nodules) Hallager has now 
managed to avoid such a mistake in the latter case. Since a similar change 
in nomenclature is difficult in the case tablets, we will continue using the 
same name, but to keep in mind established differences (which are also 
presented in Tomas 2010b, 2011, 2014). 

Linear B employed several other types of documents (listed above), 
which cannot be traced to the latest Linear A. Some of these Linear B doc-
ument-types existed during the MM II period, with some of them, surpris-
ingly, found only amongst the Cretan Hieroglyphic documents. This is 
exactly what led me to believe that Cretan Hieroglyphic and not LM IB 
Linear A administrative practice influenced the development of the Linear 
B practice, as is further elaborated below.  

DIFFERENCES IN THE CORRELATION OF THE DOCUMENT-TYPES IN LINEAR A 
AND LINEAR B

Another significant difference between Linear A and B administrative 
systems is the circulation of information between different types of docu-
ments. Whereas Linear B page-shaped tablets served as summaries of the 
primary information from sealings and palmleaf-shaped tablets, this can-
not be established in Linear A, where we find no evidence that the infor-
mation from sealings was thereafter transferred onto tablets (apart from a 
single example from Haghia Triada mentioned above, Palaima 1994:317; 
Hallager 2002)21. So, what interests us now is how sealed documents and 
tablets are interrelated in Linear A and B. 

21 In the southern part of theMinoan villa at Haghia Triada (see the map at the end 
of the book) a group of 45 noduli has been discovered, each documenting one unit 
of wool. With them there was a linear A tablet (HT 24)  listing 45 units of wool.  It 
has been argued  that this tablet was a summmary list of transactions first doocu-
mented by the mentioned noduli  (Hallager 2002; Palaima 1994:317).This is so far 
the only detected case of the linear A administrative system where records from 
primary documents were summarised on a tablet. In the Linear B administrative 
system, on the other hand, that was a common practice. 
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tern of a three-tiered recording system in which the information on seal-
ings or palmleaf-shaped tablets was treated as the primary source which 
was then summarised on page-shaped tablets. On this account, information 
from page-shaped tablets may have been summarised onto some perish-
able material serving for permanent, archival recording (but for now we do 
yet have any direct evidence for Linear B document written on perishable 
material).22 It is also possible that the information from sealings was first 
copied onto palmleaf-shaped tablets, and then from the palmleaf-shaped 
tablets onto page-shaped ones (which then assumes four stages in process-
ing information). In short, the following options have been proposed:

nodule → page-shaped tablet23 → perishable material
palmleaf-shaped tablet → page-shaped tablet24 → perishable material 
nodule → palmleaf-shaped tablet25 → page-shaped tablet → perishable 
material

The same sequences, however, cannot be posited for Linear A. In Lin-
ear A administration there is no visible correspondence between sealings 
and tablets; indeed, they rarely appear together in the same archaeological 

22 Driessen 1999, 207–-208. It should be stressed that there is no direct evidence for 
the use of perishable material: no parchments or papyrus roles with Linear B have 
ever been found. In Linear A flat-based nodules are our best indication of the use 
of perishable material.

23 For example, sealings MY Wt 501‒507 and the tablet MY Ue 611 from the House of 
Sphinx dealing with vessels; or the sealing MY Wt 700 and tablets MY Oi 701‒706, 
all found in the Citadel House, dealing with the commodity *190 (Palaima 1987: 
251, n. 6; Anderson 1994‒95). Piteros, Olivier & Melena (1990: 172–183), suggest the 
same recording process for the summarising tablets PY Un 2 and Un 138; however, 
no sealings are preserved to prove this hypothesis.

24 Some examples of palmleaf-shaped tablets summarised on page-shaped tablets 
are given in Bennet 2001: 28, for example, the Pylian Eo and Eb land-tenure records 
summarised on En and Ep tablets respectively. That tablets of the PY Eb series 
were copied onto Ep tablets had already been suggested by Chadwick (1968: 12). 
He also suggested that KN Vc tablets were possibly summarised on tablets of the 
KN V series (Chadwick 1972, 27–28).

25 This is what Killen suggests for Knossian C(2) and perhaps C(1) sets (1994:  74). 
No sealings are preserved that can be linked to C(2) and C(1) tablets, so Killen’s 
suggestion remains hypothetical. Killen similarly suggests that the tablet KN M 
683 may have summarised the records from some Knossian Wm sealings, since 
they share the same information: the logogram *146 followed by the quantity of 
thirty units. The problem is, as Killen observes himself, that the tablet and sealings 
in question were not discovered in the same part of the palace (Killen 2002‒03, 
105-106). PY Wr 1374 can be connected to tablet PY La 1394, both of which refer to 
TELA+pu (Bennet 2001: 29). 
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21). It has therefore been suggested that information from Linear A sealings 
was summarised directly onto perishable material. If we accept the same 
for Linear A tablets, i.e. that they were directly summarised on perishable 
material, the natural conclusion is that Linear A sealings and tablets had 
different functions, and that sealings did not precede tablets in the informa-
tion cycle, as is the case in Linear B. Instead of this ‘linear’ processing of in-
formation, Schoep suggests a ‘dendritic’ pattern for Linear A (Schoep 1996).  

It must be pointed out that these three (or four) linear stages of Linear 
B information processing cannot be confirmed in all cases. One deposit of 
documents, the Room of the Chariot Tablets, does not follow this scheme, 
and I would argue that the three-tiered system had not yet developed in the 
period of the RCT records. When we say that Linear B page-shaped tablets 
summarise palmleaf-shaped tablets, our evidence is typically from Pylos 
– records which may be as much as two hundred years later than those 
from Knossos. Only a few examples of a three-tiered system can be found 
in Knossos, and possibly only two in the RCT. Furthermore, the number of 
page-shaped tablets is much smaller in Knossos than in Pylos: in Pylos they 
represent about 15% of all tablets, in Knossos only 5%, and in the RCT even 
less than that (3,7%). Most sealings from Knossos appear not to have been 
summarised on tablets, whether palmleaf-shaped or page-shaped. Since 
Linear A sealings do not appear to have been summarised on tablets (for 
one possible exception see footnote 21), it seems reasonable to suppose that 
the Knossian records – especially those from the RCT – represent a transi-
tional stage in the development of Linear B, which finally resulted in the 
three-tiered system represented at Pylos.

Whereas Weingarten (Weingarten 1988: 11) has argued that sealings 
from the RCT mix early and late features, which is why the deposit appears 
transitional, dating to LM II or early LM IIIA1 (just as Driessen has dated 
it). Palaima (1990: 98), suggests that Knossos in toto represents a transitional 
stage in the development of Linear B. According to him, the smaller num-
ber of page-shaped tablets compared to the later Pylian corpus, but also the 
shorter length of text on tablets, further supports the argument that Knos-
sos represents a transitional stage. Palaima has calculated that the Knossian 
records have an average of 7.7 signs per tablet, whereas the Pylian ones 
have 25, meaning that there is a significant increase of lexical information 
on latter tablets. He concludes that the brevity of the Knossian tablets makes 
them more akin to those in Linear A. The fact that the Knossian tablets are 
also syntactically simpler that the Pylian ones additionally speaks in favour 
of chronological proximity to Linear A. Finally, if we divide page-shaped 
tablets into so-called card-shaped and elongated page-shaped tablets, we 
find that most Linear A tablets are card-shaped, as are those from the RCT, 
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lets at Pylos suggests development away from the shape of the RCT tab-
lets, which may have been influenced by Linear A tablets. Not only did the 
page-shaped tablets changed from Knossian to the Pylian times, so did the 
palmleaf-shaped tablets. Thus the Pylos palmleaf-shaped tablets are more 
complex than the RCT ones, as are already some of the tablets from later 
Knossian deposits (for example, sheep tablets).

Figure 35. The plan of Knossos – encircled is the Room of the Chariot Tablets (RCT).

 Figure 36. One of the RCT tablets recording the allocation of military equipment to 
the defenders of Knossos: in this case a man called ti-ri-jo-qa (the first word on the 

tablet) is getting one chariot, one corselet and one horse. 
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Figure 37. Another Linear B tablet from te RCT recording the  
allocatioin of military equipment. 

The RCT has yielded 645 tablets. Only twenty-four are page-shaped 
and 585 are horizontally elongated (the shape of thirty-six tablets cannot 
be determined due to their fragmentary state). One could argue that scribal 
activity in the RCT was focused on simple records executed on elongated 
tablets, whereas page-shaped tablets are expected to be found in archives.   
The small number of page-shaped tablets in the RCT, therefore, suggests 
that the room did not function as an archive, which is why, some could 
say, we would not expect to find evidence of a three tiered-system there. 
However, this reasoning, especially the idea that the RCT documents did 
not belong to an archive, can be dismissed on several grounds: 

1. The tablets from the RCT were not initially placed in this room, but 
fell from the upper floor, which is where the archives were usually 
placed during the preceding Minoan administration (Begg 1987).  

2. Consequently, and according to the archaeological context, the room 
where the documents initially belonged was not a workshop, a type 
of the area where simple records were often taken; 

3. Even though the room was situated close to the Magazines of the 
WestWings (figure 38), it was not a storeroom, where simple records 
would have been taken as well; 

4. The range of commodities recorded in the RCT also demonstrates 
that it was not a specialised workshop or a storeroom. It is true that 
the majority of the recorded commodities are military in nature. 
However, since many other commodities are also recorded, we can-
not conclude that the RCT was a specialised office for military re-
cords.26 It is possible that a large number of records with military 
equipment reflects a specific socio-political situation in the period 

26 As previously concluded by Chadwick, who noted that some Linear B deposits 
were specialised: the south-east corner of the palace yielded sword-tablets (Ra se-
ries), the Room of the Column bases was preoccupied with olive oil (Fh series). “By 
contrast the Room of the Chariot Tablets is unspecialized.” (Chadwick 1967:  103).
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haps further deposits of tablets from the same period would produce 
more records of military equipment (as is the case with later Knos-
sian deposits, when military records were not confined to a single 
place in the palace, but several: Northern East Entrance Passage, the 
Arsenal, the Throne Room and the Corridor of the Sword Tablets).

5. As Hallager has recently reminded us (Hallager 2005: 260), the ma-
jority of Mycenaean sealings were found in storerooms and work-
shops and very few in the archives. This fits nicely with the RCT 
where only a handful of sealings has been discovered. 

6. Some palaeographical features of the RCT tablets, as argued by 
Driessen, also suggest that the documents formed an archive. 27

Figure 38. Magazines of the West Wing of the at Knossos (Warren 1975: 21).  

By following these arguments, we concluded that the RCT may have 
been some kind of an archive where evidence of a three-tiered system 
would have been found. A lack of evidence for that practice, therefore, 
must be explained differently. My suggestion, to repeat, is that the three-
tiered system of Linear B data processing may not have been yet invented 
at the period of the RCT documents. A very small number of summarising 
page-shaped tablets in relation to a large number of elongated shaped tab-
lets may speak in favour of this idea.

27 Or a pre-archive, since the central archive is presumed to have been comprised 
of records on perishable materials (Driessen 1990: 116). For the meaning of the 
word ‘archives’ applied to Linear B administration see Olivier 1984: 15‒18; Pluta 
1996‒97, 240‒241; Driessen 1999: 244; Palaima 2003b:  169–173.
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the lack of evidence for summarising patterns, is not the only difference 
between the RCT and the rest of Knossian/Pylian records that may point 
to their chronological distinction. Sealing practice is similarly suggestive. 
The number of types of sealings is much larger in Linear A administra-
tion than in Linear B. The Knossian sealing-system – other than that from 
the RCT – already shows patterns apparent in the later Pylian sealing 
system: for example, the presence of direct-object sealings and labels 
pressed against wicker-baskets. These traits are not found in the RCT, 
again possibly implying that the latter pre-dated the rest of the Knossian 
deposits. 

We have also seen that some types of sealings completely vanish in Lin-
ear B. The flat-based nodule, which is so prominent in Linear A, was not 
found elsewhere on Crete or anywhere on the Greek Mainland. But there 
are several examples from the RCT. The lack of flat-based nodules implies 
that Linear B either did not use perishable material (which puts Driessen’s 
three-tiered system in question), or that Mycenaeans used different means 
for securing such documents. This second option would not be surprising, 
since the Mycenaeans generally abandoned sealing practice for the pur-
poses of authentication and often used sealings for labeling commodities 
(which then makes them more akin to the Cretan Hieroglyphic adminis-
trative system). And yet the total abandonment of perishable documents 
would also not be surprising since, in the Mycenaean context, we find an 
increased number of page-shaped tablets and good evidence that these 
summarised palmleaf-shaped tablets and sealings. Furthermore, Bennet 
(Bennet 2001: 29) has argued that pinacological, epigraphical and vocabu-
lary features indicate that page-shaped tablets were sufficient media for 
permanent records and that, consequently, there was no need for further 
recording on perishable material. 

Whereas Weingarten28 has argued that sealings from the RCT mix 
early and late features, which is why the deposit appears transitional, 
dating to LM II or early LM IIIA1 (just as Driessen has dated it). Palaima 
suggests that Knossos in toto represents a transitional stage in the devel-
opment of Linear B (Palaima in CMS Beiheft 6; 2000). According to him, 
the smaller number of page-shaped tablets compared to the later Pylian 
corpus, but also the shorter length of text on tablets, further supports 
the argument that Knossos represents a transitional stage. Palaima has 

28 Weingarten 1988: 11. The transitional features of the RCT sealings, and other rem-
nants of Minoan administrative practices, are summarised in Driessen 1990: 114. 
See also Bennet, who claims that the RCT administration represents a transitional 
stage from Minoan to “the fully-fledged Mycenaean bureaucracy” (1993:  173).
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let,29 whereas the Pylian ones have 25, meaning that there is a significant 
increase of lexical information on latter tablets. He concludes that the 
brevity of the Knossian tablets makes them more akin to those in Linear 
A. The fact that the Knossian tablets are also syntactically simpler that 
the Pylian ones additionally speaks in favour of chronological proximity 
to Linear A. Finally, if we divide page-shaped tablets into so-called card-
shaped and elongated page-shaped tablets,30 we find that most Linear A 
tablets are card-shaped, as are those from the RCT, apart from KN V (2) 
280. The prominence of elongated page-shaped tablets at Pylos suggests 
development away from the shape of the RCT tablets, which may have 
been influenced by Linear A tablets. Not only did the page-shaped tablets 
changed from Knossian to the Pylian times, so did the palmleaf-shaped 
tablets. The longated tablets from Pylos pa are more complex than the 
RCT ones, as are already some of the tablets from later Knossian deposits 
(for example, sheep tablets). 

Finally, another noticeable difference is the prominent role of sets of 
documents in Linear B, and their complete absence in the earlier admin-
istrative systems. According to Chadwick’s definition Chadwick 1967: 
103), sets are“… groups of tablets written and filed in one place and 
constituting a single document”. Sets were intended to be read as one 
document, and a correlation can often be established between a particu-
lar scribe and a set of documents. Tablets of one set are usually of the 
same size and shape, and their text follows a formulaic composition. 
These formulae allow us to attribute fragmentary tablets to particular 
sets. Standardised way of subject dealing allowed the classification of 
Linear B tablets into series according to their content. Sets of documents 
cannot be recognised in Linear A, while the possibility of classification 
of Linear A tablets into series has been rejected by some scholars, but 
attempted by others, although the overall small number of preserved 
tablets made the latter attempts difficult (especially in comparison to 
classifiable Linear B tablets). The non-existence of the formulaic struc-
tures on Linear A tablets may indicate a lack of specialisation amongst 
Linear A scribes (of the kind that is evident, for example, from Knos-

29 Palaima 1987a,: 304. According to Driessen’s statistics the average number of signs 
is 25 for Pylian tablets, 8.5 for Knossian, and 3.67 for the RCT tablets (Driessen 
2000, 25). See further statistics in Bartoněk 1983.

  Palaima 1987a, 304. One must be cautious, Palaima warns, since this could be the 
result of other factors, regional, cultural, or even architectural  (ibid., n. 30).  

30 As was done by Driessen (200: 42) who defines card-shaped tablets as those that 
have between three and five ruled lines, whereas proper page-shaped tablets have 
more than five ruled lines. 
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Tsian sheep- and military-tablets).31 as well as a lack of centralisation and 
standardisation in Linear A administration.32 

EXPLORING A POSSIBLE LINK BETWEEN LINEAR B AND THE PRE-LM IB 
ADMINISTRATION

From the above overview, we conclude that whereas the link between 
the Linear A and B scripts is undeniable, the administrative systems display 
more differences than similarities. It was shown that only one type of Lin-
ear A document – page-shaped tablet – although with significant changes 
in its features and function, relates to Linear B administrative system. The 
most prominent Linear A sealings, namely the single-hole hanging nodule, 
the flat-based nodule and the roundel, were left out. 

Now, Linear B introduced – or reintroduced, as we will see below – sev-
eral other types of documents, which cannot be traced to the latest Linear 
A. These are: horizontally elongated tablet, a label pressed against wicker-
baskets in which tablets were transported, a direct-object sealing, which 
prevented unauthorised access to various types of containers, a string nod-
ule (regular and irregular), and the so-called combination nodule, which 
was a hybrid of an irregular string nodule and a direct-object sealing. None 
of these documents can be found in the LM IB Linear A deposits, and some 
are not found at all in Linear A. Are these documents a result of the in-
ventiveness of Linear B officials, or were they taken over from some other 
source?

The clay label is unique, probably a result of an advanced archiving 
system ( Palaima & Wright 198: 260–26). The other four document-types, 
however, are not novel. Direct-object sealings were widely used during the 
MM II–MM III periods on Crete. A deposit of 6,500 such sealings was found 
in the MM IIB Phaistos, and at least a thousand came from contemporary 
Monastiraki.33

Further examples were discovered at the MM II sites that have produced 
evidence for Cretan Hieroglyphic administration, whereas only occasional 

31 The lack of specialisation amongst Haghia Triada tablets has been argued for by 
Montecchi, who noticed that same scribes composed tablets with very diverse sub-
ject matters (Montecchi 2010: 21).

32 As suggested by Driessen & Schoep 1999:  392; Schoep 1999:  207–209. Since many 
Linear A documents were found in smaller settlements and private houses, Schoep 
suggest a term ‘private administration’ for them (2004: 290). Differences in distri-
bution of documents are discussed in (Hallager 2011), for a list of non-palatial sites 
(see Schoep 2004).  

33 For Phaistos: Levi, 1958; Fiandra 1968; 1975; Militello, 2000. For Monastiraki: Kanta 
1999; Kanta & Tzogounaki 2000; Godart, Kanta & Tzigounaki, 1996; 2000.
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As already said, elongated tablets were not found amongst LM I Linear 
A documents, but a few came from the MM IIB Phaistos (see GORILA, 
vol I ). Cretan Hieroglyphic has so far produced only five tablets, and they 
are all horizontally elongated, see CHIC). As for the string nodule and the 
combination nodule, none is attested in Linear A (Weingarten 1988, 6–7). 
A recently discovered MM II Hieroglyphic deposit at Petras, however, has 
yielded examples of the irregular type of the string nodule former, and pos-
sibly also of the combination nodule (Tsipopoulou & Hallager, 1996; 1996a; 
Tsipopoulou, 1998: 437–438; Hallager 2005: 253; 2010). 

Thus we see that some of the Linear B document-types which were obvi-
ously not inherited from the chronologically closest LM IB Linear A, existed 
during the MM II period of Minoan administration, two of them, surpris-
ingly only amongst the Cretan Hieroglyphic documents. The question I 
pose is: is it possible that the Cretan Hieroglyphic administrative system 
in some way influenced the development of the Linear B administrative 
system? 

Most of the Linear B types of documents were employed in Cretan Hi-
eroglyphic administration, whereas only one in the latest Linear A admin-
istration. It is not only the fact that more Linear B document-types can be 
traced to Cretan Hieroglyphic rather than to Linear A that is particularly 
telling, but also the fact that the chronologically closest phase of Linear A, 
LM IB, failed to impose its characteristic types of documents on develop-
ing Linear B. I wonder if the reason for this phenomenon could be that the 
nascent Linear B administrative system did not look to the latest Linear A 
as the model for their documents, but rather to another source. 

I would like to argue that this other source may be found in the Cretan 
Hieroglyphic administrative system. The recent discovery of the Hiero-
glyphic deposit at Petras emphasises this possibility, since it has yielded, 
as just mentioned, two document-types that are particularly important for 
our discussion: the combination nodule and the irregular string nodule. A 
combination nodule was until the discovery of the Petras deposit consid-
ered a unique Linear B type of document. Also until then, it was supposed 
that what was previously called the Linear B two-hole hanging nodule, but 
now called a string nodule, was taken over from Linear A. However, one of 

34 few examples have been found in the MM IIIB or LM IA Temple Repositories at 
Knossos (for a debate over the chronology of the Repositories, see Pini 1990: 52–53; 
Schoep 1995:  32; and Driessen & Macdonald 199: 76), and at LM IB Haghia Triada, 
Palaikastro, Khania and Archanes (for Haghia Triada, Palaikastro and Khania: 
Hallager 1996, vol. I, 201; Weingarten, 1989, 40; 1990, 107–109; for the Archanes 
stoppers: Blackman 2001:  126; Petrakos, 2001: 100).
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eroglyphic, whereas the regular string nodule is fairly distinct from the Lin-
ear A two-hole hanging nodule. This, consequently leaves the page-shaped 
tablet as the only Linear B document that was taken over from the latest 
Linear A, but with prominent alterations, as elaborated above. 

Common types of documents, previously addressed amount of written 
information placed on sealings, and consequently a dominance of writing 
over sealing practice, are for now the features where Linear B administra-
tive system has correspondences with Cretan Hieroglyphic administrative 
system. Other features, however, do not correspond, but this may partly be 
caused by the small number of discovered CH documents. (thus, for exam-
ple, it is very difficult to assess if CH tablets summarised information from 
other types of CH documents, since only five CH tablets are preserved). 
The same goes for the epigraphical features.

The only epigraphical feature where a Cretan Hieroglyphic link could 
be hypothesised is the use of vertical lines to divide information on a tab-
let. This takes us back to one early feature from the RCT that disappeared 
completely in the later Linear B records, both Knossian and Mainland – 
the practice of cutting a tablet into separate records, which are then named 
simili-joins. These simili-joins are not found in Linear A administration, but 
there may be something similar in Cretan Hieroglyphic where several tab-
lets and bars are incised with vertical lines. In the RCT these lines probably 
indicated where a palmleaf-shaped tablet was to be cut into separate, small-
er tablets (see figure 30). The arrangement of vertical lines on Cretan Hiero-
glyphic documents, however, casts doubt on the idea that they assumed 
a purpose similar to that on the RCT tablets. Most Cretan Hieroglyphic 
documents with vertical lines are inscribed on more than one side. RCT 
simili-joins, on the other hand, are never inscribed on their versos, unless 
with a single sign or a single word (discussed in Tomas 2013). Moreover, 
vertical lines on Cretan Hieroglyphic documents rarely correspond in their 
position, so that if one were to cut the document following the vertical line 
on one side, the text would be severed on the other sides. Some CH docu-
ments have two lines of text inscribed on one side, divided by a ruled line 
(fig. 31). The vertical lines on them are either not placed underneath each 
other, or appear in only one line and not in the other (for example, #063.a, 
#113b, #120.a). It seems that in these cases the vertical lines are used to di-
vide the information,i.e. separate entries into sections, rather than to divide 
the actual tablet or a bar. Since in a few cases these vertical lines separate a 
sign-group from a number, they are used differently from the word-divid-
ers known from Linear A, which may separate sign-groups, logograms or 
transaction signs, but do not separate these categories of information from 
the following or preceding numbers. In Linear A it is usually the case that 
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part of a new entry. This practice made it unnecessary to place a word di-
vider between a number and the following sign-group in order to stress 
that they referred to separate entries, hence the small number of word-di-
viders in Linear A. However, it seems that Cretan Hieroglyphic needed to 
mark the separation of entries, and that vertical lines were employed for 
that purpose.35

This brief overview of the vertical lines on Cretan Hieroglyphic docu-
ments does not support a connection with the vertical lines on RCT palm-
leaf-shaped tablets: the former appear to be used to separate entries, and 
the latter to guide the cutting of the tablet. That said, Olivier (1994–1995)  
has noticed thatCH bars #057 and #058 match nicely when placed against 
each other – they must have been one bar cut into two separate documents.  
Olivier (192‒195) consequently refers to them as a simili-raccord, following 
Driessen’s term simili-joins for similarly cut documents in the RCT. Three 
sides of bar #057 have vertical lines (one example is on Figure 31). Although 
there is no line on the fourth side, Olivier argues that a line was initially 
there, but no longer visible after the bar had been cut. Both parts have holes 
for suspension. Oliver claims that the two bars were inscribed by two dif-
ferent hands, but that was never the case with simili-joins in the RCT. 

Simili-joins from the RCT may be another reason for believing that this 
deposit is earlier than the rest of the Knossian documents, since the prac-
tice of simili-joins ceases after the RCT period. A single exception has been 
detected by Olivier: KN B 808 and B 7035 (see footnote 17). This example 
could be regarded as a short-lived legacy from preceding RCT practice, 
which later disappeared from the rest of the Linear B records, both on Crete 
and the Mainland.

There are two more similarities that emerge from a comparison of Lin-
ear B and early Minoan administrative practice, but this time with Linear 
A, not Cretan Hieroglyphic. The first is the practice of incising a ruled line 
after each line of the text, which can be noticed on some MM IIB tablets 
from Phaistos (PH 8, PH 11 and PH 16). Such ruled lines are not present on 
the rest of the tablets from Phaistos, which shows that the practice was not 
uniform. After MM IIB, ruled lines after each line of the text are not attested 
on Linear A tablets, apart from the tablet PK1 (LM IB period). 

The second feature that is absent from the post-MM IIB Linear A re-
cords, but reappears in the Linear B records of the RCT, are tablets of very 
small dimensions. There are two tablets from Phaistos (PH 10 and 24), 

35 All RCT simili-joins were inscribed by only two hands: 124r and 124s. It is always 
the same hand, though, that inscribed the matching simili-joins  (see Driessen 1987: 
156–157, 162).
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Twhich Schoep calls tags due to their tiny size. Tiny palmleaf-shaped tablets 
occur in the RCT, but not amongst the later Linear B records.36 Their small 
size suggests that they were meant to be documents that could be, just like 
sealings, easily carried around by individuals. The similarity is also notice-
able in the type of recorded information: one word on both Phaistian tags, 
and one word, sometimes followed by a number in the case of the RCT 
small-sized tablets.  

Both of these features are chronologically too distant to have had a di-
rect impact on the development of Linear B system. I mention them here 
simply to show that some of the advanced Linear B features, such as ruling 
after each line, had precedents from the very beginnings of Minoan admin-
istration.

CONCLUSIONS ON THE ORIGIN OF THE LINEAR B ADMINISTRATIVE 
SYSTEM

The initial aim of my comparison of the Linear A and B administrative 
systems was to elucidate the process of transition from one to the other. 
Cretan Hieroglyphic system was brought into the picture primarily to shed 
light on the origin of some Linear A documents; instead it told us more 
about the origin of Linear B. We will now see that neither the transition 
from Cretan Hieroglyphic to Linear A, nor from Linear A to Linear B is a 
clear-cut, but blurred by a mixture of features.

If we put aside the question of the Archanes script, the earliest inscrip-
tions in both Cretan Hieroglyphic and Linear A are from the MM II period. 
During the MM II–III periods these two administrative systems coexisted 
on Crete, sometimes both were yielded at a single site. At the end of MM 
III Cretan Hieroglyphic was abandoned and Linear A remained as a single 
script on the island. The chronological and geographical overlap of the two 
Minoan administrative systems resulted in a number exchanged features, 
although at the same time both kept some uniqueness to themselves. A good 
example of exchange of features are sporadic clay bars, documents typical 
of Cretan Hieroglyphic, but occasionally also inscribed in Linear A (MA 1, 
MA 2, MA 10), or a roundel, typical of Linear A, but in a few cases inscribed 
in Cretan Hieroglyphic (PE Hc 2, possibly also KN Hc/Wc 1). An example 
for the latter aspect – documents unique to one of the two systems – is the 

36 Apart from several examples from the Megaron room in Pylos (Palaima 2003:  162, 
n. 11). These tiny RCT tablets are less than 6 mm thick, less than 2 cm high and less 
than 4 cm long (Driessen 1988: 132).
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ments amongst the earliest Linear A remains from MM IIB Phaistos, but 
they had no parallels in contemporary Cretan Hieroglyphic administration. 
As for the uniquely CH example, I take the medallion, already in function 
in MM II, but never found inscribed in contemporary Linear A. For some of 
these unique documents we can still entertain the idea of a common prede-
cessor. It has been noticed, for example, that the CH medallions and some 
early LA roundels from Phaistos are similar in shape. Perhaps there was a 
common predecessor for both of these documents, which thereafter devel-
oped different functions?) We can also speculate that the MM II records do 
not represent the earliest stage of Cretan Hieroglyphic and Linear A, and 
that there was a preceding stage where single-hole hanging nodules, page-
shaped tablets and medallions were common to both systems, but were 
thereafter abandoned in one of them. Alternatively, we could suppose that 
these three document-types were simply a result of inventiveness of the 
respective officials. 

Figure 39. The necropolis of Archanes

The transition between Linear A and B shows a similar case of the mix-
ture of features. We have seen that this transitional period was characterised 
by the following aspects: a full adoption of some documents (for example, a 
page- shaped tablet in the RCT that continued into later Linear B periods), 
a sort of short-lived, experimental adoption of others (the flat-based nod-
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ules in the RCT), and a Linear B introduction of new types of documents 
and new epigraphical features (horizontally-elongated tablets, labels, new 
types of sealings, the practice of simili-joins, columnar arrangement, etc.). 
The former two aspects may be an important indication that the chronolog-
ical gap between the latest Linear A and the earliest Linear B records was 
not long: if a lengthy period of time passed between the two periods, we 
would not expect specific Linear A features amongst the RCT documents, 
especially features that disappeared from later Linear B administration. The 
third aspect, however, tells us that there was some chronological gap, which 
allowed the development of some RCT features that are not traceable to the 
LM IB Linear A. It is also possible that some of the new RCT features were 
not necessarily a result of the chronological gap between the two scripts, 
but rather a result of some other influence, namely Cretan Hieroglyphic. 

The analysis of Cretan Hieroglyphic documents was, as said, included 
into this study to elucidate the origin of Linear A document-types. It came 
as a surprise to realise how much they have in common with Linear B.  
The chronological gap between the two makes this difficult to explain. If 
the Hieroglyphic Deposit at Knossos is indeed to be dated to MM III–LM 
IA instead of MM II, as recently suggested by Pini),37 then the gap between 
the latest Cretan Hieroglyphic documents and the earliest in Linear B is 
much reduced, but still considerable. I am not proposing that Linear B in 
general was developed from Cretan Hieroglyphic, rather than from Lin-

Figure 40. A seal from Archanes (made of bone) engraved with the  
so-called Archanes script. 

37 Pini in the latest edition of Knossian sealings (CMS II.8, 2002;  6–7).  Further discus-
sion of the problematic chronology of  the Hieroglyphic Deposit at Knossos can be 
found in Platon 1973; Younger 1996–97, 0–381; and Schoep 200:  147–148.
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still significant. However, the differences between LA and LB administra-
tive systems are numerous, perhaps this was a result of a change in eco-
nomic and political systems. Unlike in the Linear A system where sealings 
played a prominent role, in Linear B more weight is put on tablets,i.e. on 
written information. Thus Linear B administration relied less and less on 
sealings as a means of authentication, and used them mostly for primary 
records of transactions attached to the relevant commodities. Even sup-
posedly common types, like the tablet, displayed significant differences 
in pinacology, epigraphy, content, and its role in the administrative cycle. 
This dilemma in choosing the most persuasive predecessor of Linear B 
can be easily solved if we abandon the assumption that there was a single 
source for the creation of both the script and the associated administrative 
system. The hypothesis that Cretan Hieroglyphic administrative system 
influenced Linear B administrative system – as distinct from the script – 
appears fairly plausible.

4. CREATION OF LINEAR B: SINGLE ACT OR A GRADUAL 
DEVELOPMENT? 

4.1. THE SCRIPT

The differences between the origin of the script and the origin of the 
administrative system can also be appreciated when considering the pat-
tern of the development of Linear B. I agree with those who argue that the 
creation of the script was mostly a single and deliberate act, undertaken 
following certain political decisions and executed by a limited number of 
individuals (Driessen & Schoep1999). Since I adopt the view that the Linear 
B script was an adaptation of Linear A for the purpose of a new language, 
this process could not have been gradual, since it would have produced dif-
ferent results in different areas, for example different signs for the typically 
Greek phonetic combinations. 

The need to record a new language imposes certain immediate require-
ments. The script could not have been transformed gradually, since from 
the outset most of the alterations would have been needed if the script 
was to record the new language successfully. As we do not have evidence 
that the Greek language was ever recorded in Linear A (but see Palaima 
2003a) , it is clear that the decision to use Linear B script required immedi-
ate alterations. This might have been done by a small group of individuals, 
either bilingual Greeks who could read Linear A, or Minoan scribes and 


