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Notes on recently discovered Olmec Writing
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Abstract: A block with a hitherto unknown system of writing has been found in the Olmec heartland of
Veracruz, Mexico. Stylistic and other dating of the block placesit in the early first millennium before the
common era, the oldest writing in the New World, with features that firmly assign this pivotal development

to the Olmec civilization of Mesoamerica.
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Fig. 4. Epigraphic drawing of block.
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Abstract: A cylinder seal and carved greenstone plaque bearing glyphs dating to 650 B.C. have been
uncovered near the Olmec center of La Ventain Tabasco, Mexico. These artifacts, which predate others
containing writing, reveal that the key aspects of the Mesoamerican scripts were present in Olmec writing:
the combination of pictographic and glyphic elements to represent speech; the use of the sacred 260-day
calendar; and the connection between writing, the calendar, and kingship. They imply that Mesoamerican
writing originated in the La Venta polity.
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Fig. I. Map showing Mesoamerican archaeological sites; early monuments with glyphs; and the
geographic distribution of the Isthmian, Mayan, and Oaxacan scripts.[]
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Fig. 2. Photograph (left) and rollout drawing (right) of the cylinder seal from San Andres, La Venta,
Tobasco, mexico. Scale bar in cm.



