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PREFACE

€O

For the past twenty-six years I have been active in Sume-
rological research, particularly in the field of Sumerian lit-
erature. The ensuing studies have appeared primarily in
the form of highly specialized books, monographs, and ar-
ticles scattered in a number of scholarly journals. The pres-
ent book brings together—for the layman, humanist, and
scholar—some of the significant results embodied in those
Sumerological researches and publications.

The book consists of twenty-seven essays strung on a com-
mon thread: they all treat of “firsts” in man’s recorded his-
tory. They are thus of no little significance for the history
of ideas and the study of cultural origins. But this is only
secondary and accidental, a by-product, as it were, of all
Sumerological research. The main purpose of the essays is
to present a cross section of the spiritual and cultural
achievements of one of man’s earliest and most creative
civilizations. All the major fields of human endeavor are
represented: government and politics, education and litera-
ture, philosophy and ethics, law and justice, even agricul-
ture and medicine. The available evidence is sketched in
what, it is hoped, is clear and unambiguous language.
Above all, the ancient documents themselves are put before
the reader either in full or in the form of essential excerpts,
so that he can sample their mood and flavor as well as
follow the main threads of the argument.

The greater part of the material gathered in this volume
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is seasoned with my “blood, toil, tears, and sweat”; hence
the rather personal note throughout its pages. The text of
most of the documents was first pieced together and trans-
lated by me, and in not a few cases I actually identified
the tablets on which they are based and even prepared the
hand copies of their inscriptions.

Sumerology, however, is but a branch of cuneiform
studies, and these began more than a century ago. In the
course of these years, scores of scholars have made innu-
merable contributions which the present-day cuneiformist
utilizes and builds on, consciously and unconsciously. Most
of these scholars are now long dead, and today’s Sume-
rologist can do no more than bow his head in simple grati-
tude as he uses the results of his unnamed predecessors’
labors. Soon his days, too, will come to an end, and his
more fruitful findings will become part of the collective
stream of cuneiform progress.

Among the more recent dead, there are four to whom
I feel especially indebted: to the eminent French savant,
Frangois Thureau-Dangin, who dominated the cuneiform
scene for half a century and who exemplified my ideal of
a scholar—productive, lucid, aware of the significant, and
ever prepared to admit ignorance rather than overtheorize;
to Anton Deimel, the Vatican scholar with a keen sense of
lexicographical order and organization, whose monumental
Schumerisches Lexikon proved highly useful in spite of its
numerous drawbacks; and to Edward Chiera, whose vision
and diligence helped pave the way for my own researches
in Sumerian literature.

But it is to Arno Poebel, the leading Sumerologist of the
past half century, that my researches owe the heaviest debt.
In the early thirties, as a member of the Assyrian Dictionary
Staff of the Oriental Institute, I sat at his feet and drank
in his words. In those days, when Sumerology was prac-
tically an unknown discipline in America, Poebel, a master
of Sumerological method, gave me generously of his time
and knowledge.

Among the living cuneiformists whose work I have found
most valuable, especially from the point of view of Sume-
rian lexicography, are Adam Falkenstein of Heidelberg, and
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Thorkild Jacobsen of the Oriental Institute of the University
of Chicago. Their names and works will appear frequently
in the text of this book. In the case of Jacobsen, moreover,
a rather close collaboration has developed as a result of the
tablet finds of the joint Oriental Institute-University Mu-
seum expedition to Nippur in the years 1948-52. The
stimulating and suggestive works of Benno Landsberger,
one of the most creative minds in cuneiform studies, proved
to be a constant source of information and guidance; his
more recent works in particular are crowded treasure-
houses of cuneiform lexicography.

Sumerology, as the reader may surmise, is not reckoned
among the essential disciplines even in the largest American
universities, and my chosen path was hardly paved with
gold. The climb to a relatively stable and more or less com-
fortable professorial chair was marked by a constant finan-
cial struggle. The years 1937—42 were particularly critical
for my scholarly career, and had it not been for a series of
grants from the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foun-
dation and the American Philosophical Society, it might well
have come to a premature end. In recent years, the Bol-
lingen Foundation and the Barth Foundation have made it
possible for me to secure at least a minimum of clerical and
scientific help for my Sumerological researches, as well as
to travel abroad in connection with them.

To the Board of Managers of the University Museum,
and to its Director, F. G. Rainey, I am most thankful for
the unwavering support and encouragement which they
have given to my researches, even when these took me
abroad for many months. To my colleagues in the Depart-
ment of Oriental Studies and in the Department of Anthro-
pology, I am deeply indebted for providing the intellectual
stimulation so essential to fruitful scholarly research. The
“Interconnections” seminar of the Department of Oriental
Studies served as a sounding-board for not a few of the
translations and interpretations presented in this book, and
the interest and enthusiasm of the participating students
and colleagues were of no little spiritual support to me in
my Sumerological efforts. I would also like to express my
warm thanks to the members of the technical and admin-
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istrative staffs of the University Museum for their expert
practical aid over the years.

To the Department of Antiquities of the Republic of Tur-
key and to the Director of the Archaeological Museums in
Istanbul, I am deeply grateful for generous cooperation.
They made it possible for me to benefit from the use of
the Sumerian literary tablets in the Museum of the Ancient
Orient, whose two curators of the Tablet Collection—
Muazzez Cig and Hatice Kizilyay—have been a constant
source of very real help, particularly by copying several
hundred fragments inscribed with portions of the Sumerian
literary works. I am also deeply indebted to the Directorate
of Antiquities of the Republic of Iraq for their generous
scholarly cooperation on many occasions. For the photo-
graphs of the Louvre pieces, I owe a debt of thanks to
M. André Parrot, Chief Curator of the Department of
Oriental Antiquities, and the members of his staff.

Finally, I wish to express my heartfelt thanks to Mrs.
Gertrude Silver, who helped prepare the typescript for this
book.

SAMUEL Noas KRAMER -
Philadelphia, Pa.
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INTRODUCTION

ey

The Sumerologist is one of the narrowest of specialists in
the highly specialized academic halls of learning, a well-
nigh perfect example of the man who “knows mostest about
the leastest.” He cuts his world down to that small part of
it known as the Middle East, and limits his history to what
happened before the days of Alexander the Great. He con-
fines his researches to the written documents discovered in
Mesopotamia, primarily clay tablets inscribed in the cunei-
form script, and restricts his contributions to texts written
in the Sumerian language. He writes and publishes articles
and monographs bearing such stimulating titles as “The Be-
and Bi-Prefix in the Times of the Early Princes of Lagash,”
“Lamentation over the Destruction of Ur,” “Gilgamesh and
Agga of Kish,” “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta.” After
twenty to thirty years of these and similar world-shaking
researches, he gets his reward: he is a Sumerologist. At
least that is how it all happened to me.

Incredible as it may seem, however, this pinpoint his-
torian, this Toynbee in reverse, has something of unusual
interest (an “ace in the hole,” as it were) to offer to the
general reader. The Sumerologist, more than most other
scholars and specialists, is in a position to satisfy man’s
universal quest for origins—for “firsts” in the history of civi-
lization.

What, for example, were man’s first recorded ethical
ideals and religious ideas—his first political, social, and phil-
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osophical rationale? What did the first histories, myths,
epics, and hymns sound like? How were the first legal con-
tracts worded? Who was the first social reformer? When
did the first tax reduction take place? Who was the first
lawgiver? When did the first bicameral congress meet, and
for what purpose? What were man’s first schools like—their
curriculum, faculty, and student body?

These and many similar “firsts” in man’s recorded history
are the Sumerologist’s “meat.” He can give the correct an-
swer to many of the questions concerning cultural origins.
Not, of course, because he is particularly profound or clair-
voyant, unusually sagacious or erudite. Actually, the Su-
merologist is a very limited fellow indeed, who rates “way
down,” even among the lowly academicians. Credit for the
high number of cultural “firsts” goes not to the Sumerolo-
gist but to the Sumerians—that gifted and practical people
who, as far as is known today, were the first to invent and
develop a usable and effective system of writing.

One remarkable fact is that only a century ago nothing
was known even of the existence of these Sumerians in an-
cient days. The archaeologists and scholars who, some hun-
dred years ago, began excavating in that part of the Middle
East known as Mesopotamia were looking not for Sumerians
but for Assyrians and Babylonians. On these peoples and
their civilizations they had considerable information from
Greek and Hebrew sources, but of Sumer and the Sumerians
they had no inkling. There was no recognizable trace ei-
ther of the land or of its people in the entire literature
available to the modern scholar. The very name Sumer had
been erased from the mind and memory of man for more
than two thousand years.

Yet today the Sumerians are one of the best-known peo-
ples of the ancient Near East. We know what they looked
like from their own statues and steles scattered throughout
several of the more important museums in this country and
abroad. Here, too, will be found an excellent representative
cross section of their material culture—the columns and
bricks with which they built their temples and palaces, their
tools and weapons, pots and vases, harps and lyres, jewels
and ornaments. Moreover, Sumerian clay tablets by the
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tens of thousands (literally), inscribed with their business,
legal, and administrative documents, crowd the collections
of these same museums, giving us much information about
the social structure and administrative organization of the
ancient Sumerians. Indeed—and this is where archaeology,
because of its mute and static character, is usually least
productive—we can even penetrate to a certain extent into
their hearts and souls. We actually have a large number
of Sumerian clay documents on which are inscribed the lit-
erary creations revealing Sumerian religion, ethics, and phi-
losophy. And all this because the Sumerians were one of
the very few peoples who not only probably invented a
system of writing, but also developed it into a vital and
effective instrument of communication.

It was probably toward the end of the fourth millen-
nium B.c., about five thousand years ago, that the Sume-
rians, as a result of their economic and administrative needs,
came upon the idea of writing on clay. Their first attempts
were crude and pictographic; they could be used only for
the simplest administrative notations. But in the centuries
that followed, the Sumerian scribes and teachers gradually
so modified and molded their system of writing that it com-
pletely lost its pictographic character and became a highly
conventionalized and purely phonetic system of writing. In
the second half of the third millennium B.c., the Sumerian
writing technique had become sufficiently plastic and flexi-
ble to express without difficulty the most complicated his-
torical and literary compositions. There is little doubt that
sometime before the end of the third millennium B.c. the
Sumerian men of letters actually wrote down—on clay tab-
lets, prisms, and cylinders—many of their literary creations
which until then had been current in oral form only. How-
ever, owing to archaeological accident, only a few literary
documents from this earlier period have as yet been ex-
cavated, although this same period has yielded tens of thou-
sands of economic and administrative tablets and hundreds
of votive inscriptions.

It is not until we come to the first half of the second
millennium B.c. that we find a group of several thousand
tablets and fragments inscribed with the Sumerian literary
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works. The great majority of these were excavated between
1889 and 1goo at Nippur, an ancient Sumerian site not
much more than a hundred miles from modern Baghdad.
They are now located primarily in the University Museum
of Philadelphia and the Museum of the Ancient Orient at
Istanbul. Most of the other tablets and fragments were ob-
tained from dealers rather than through excavations, and
are now largely in the collections of the British Museum,
the Louvre, the Berlin Museum, and Yale University. The
documents range in size from large twelve-column tablets,
inscribed with hundreds of compactly written lines of text,
to tiny fragments containing no more than a few broken
lines.

The literary compositions inscribed on these tablets and
fragments run into the hundreds. They vary in length from
hymns of less than fifty lines to myths of close to a thou-
sand lines. From the point of view of form and content,
they display a variety of types and genres which, consid-
ering their age, is both startling and revealing. In Sumer,
a good millennium before the Hebrews wrote down their
Bible and the Greeks their Iliad and Odyssey, we find a -
rich and mature literature consisting of myths and epic tales,
hymns and lamentations, and numerous collections of prov-
erbs, fables, and essays. It is not too unrealistic to predict
that the recovery and restoration of this ancient and long-
forgotten literature will turn out to be a major contribution
of our century to the humanities.

Now, the accomplishment of this task is no simple mat-
ter. It will demand the concentrated efforts of numerous
Sumerologists over a period of years—especially in view of
the fact that most of the sun-baked clay tablets came out
of the ground broken and fragmentary, so that only a small
part of their original contents is preserved on each piece.
Offsetting this disadvantage is the fact that the ancient Su-
merian “professors” and their students prepared many cop-
ies of each literary work. The breaks and lacunae of one
tablet or fragment can therefore frequently be restored from
duplicating pieces, which may themselves be in a fragmen-
tary condition. To take full advantage of these text-restoring
duplications, however, it is necessary to have the source
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material available in published form. This frequently en-
tails copying by hand hundreds and hundreds of minutely
inscribed tablets and fragments—a tedious, wearisome, time-
consuming task.

But let us take those rare instances where this particular
hurdle no longer blocks the way—where the complete text
of the Sumerian composition has been satisfactorily re-
stored. All that remains in those instances is to translate the
ancient document and get at its essential meaning, which
is easier said than done. To be sure, the grammar of the
long-dead Sumerian language is now fairly well known, as
a result of the cumulative contributions of scholars over the
past hundred years. But the vocabulary is something else
again. In the matter of semantics, the uncomfortable Su-
merologist finds himself time and again “chasing his own
tail.” Very often he can only guess the meaning of a word
from the sense of the surrounding context, which itself may
depend on the meaning of the word—a rather frustrating
state of affairs. Nevertheless, in spite of textual difficulties
and lexical perplexities, a number of reasonably trustworthy
translations of the Sumerian literary works have appeared
in recent years. Based on the contributions of various schol-
ars, living and dead, the translations vividly illustrate the
cumulative, cooperative, and international character of pro-
ductive scholarship. The fact is that, in the decades follow-
ing the excavations of the Sumerian literary tablets from
Nippur, more than one scholar, realizing the value and im-
portance of their contents for Oriental studies, examined
and copied some of them. Among them were George Barton,
Leon Legrain, Henry Lutz, and David Myhrman, all of
whom contributed to this task.

Hugo Radau, the first to devote much time and energy
to the Sumerian literary material, prepared careful and
trustworthy copies of more than forty pieces in the Uni-
versity Museum at Philadelphia. Though the time was not
ripe, he worked diligently on the translation and interpre-
tation of the texts and made some progress in this direction.
The well-known Anglo-American Orientalist, Stephen Lang-
don, picked up, in a sense, where Radau left off. He copied
close to a hundred pieces from the Nippur collections of
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both the Istanbul Museum of the Ancient Orient and our
own University Museum. Langdon had a tendency to copy
too rapidly, and not a few errors crept into his work. More-
over, his attempted translations and interpretations have
failed to stand the test of time. On the other hand, he did
succeed in making available, in one form or another, a num-
ber of very important Sumerian literary texts that might
otherwise have remained stored away in the museum cup-
boards. By his zest and enthusiasm he helped to make his
fellow cuneiformists realize the significance of their con-
tents.

At the same time the European museums were gradually
making available the Sumerian literary tablets in their col-
lections. As early as 1go2, when Sumerology was still in its
infancy, the British cuneiformist and historian L. W. King
published sixteen excellently preserved tablets from the
British Museum. Some ten years later, Heinrich Zimmern of
Leipzig published copies of some two hundred pieces in the
Berlin Museum. In 1921, Cyril Gadd, then a Keeper in the
British Museum, published copies of ten unusual pieces. In
1930, the late Henri de Genouillac, French excavator, made
available ninety-eight copies of unusually well-preserved
tablets which the Louvre had acquired. One of the out-
standing contributors to the field of Sumerian literature and
to Sumerological studies as a whole is Arno Poebel, the
scholar who put Sumerology on a scientific basis with his
publication of a detailed Sumerian grammar in 1923. In
his monumental and invaluable Historical and Grammatical
Texts, which contains superb copies of more than 150 tab-
lets and fragments from the Nippur collection of the Uni-
versity Museum in Philadelphia, there are close to forty that
are inscribed with parts of Sumerian literary works.

But it is the name of Edward Chiera, for many years
a member of the faculty of the University of Pennsylvania,
which is pre-eminent in the field of Sumerian literary re-
search. He had a clearer idea than any of his predecessors
of the scope and character of the Sumerian literary works.
Aware of the fundamental need for copying and publishing
the pertinent Nippur material in Istanbul and Philadelphia,
he traveled to Istanbul in 1924 and copied some fifty pieces

- guame s
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from the Nippur collection. A number of these were large
and well-preserved tablets, and their contents gave scholars
a fresh insight into Sumerian literary works. In the years
that followed, he copied more than two hundred literary
tablets and fragments from the Nippur collection of the
University Museum. Thus he made available to his fellow
cuneiformists more of these texts than all his predecessors
put together. It is largely as a result of his patient and far-
sighted spadework that the true nature of Sumerian belles-
lettres finally began to be appreciated.

My own interest in this highly specialized field of re-
search stemmed directly from Edward Chiera’s contribu-
tions, though I actually owe my Sumerological training to
Ao Poebel, with whom I was privileged to work closely
for a number of years in the early thirties. When Chiera
was called to the Oriental Institute of the University of Chi-
cago, as head of its Assyrian Dictionary project, he took
with him his copies of the Nippur literary tablets, and the
Oriental Institute undertook to publish them in two vol-
umes. Upon Chiera’s death in 1933, the editorial depart-
ment of the Oriental Institute entrusted me with the prep-
aration of these two volumes for posthumous (under
Chiera’s authorship) publication. It was in the course of
carrying out this task that the significance of the Sumerian
literary documents dawned on me, as well as the realization
that all efforts to translate and interpret the documents
would remain largely futile and barren until many more of
the uncopied Nippur tablets and fragments in Istanbul and
Philadelphia had been made available.

In the two decades that followed I have devoted most
of my scientific efforts to the copying, piecing together,
translation, and interpretation of the Sumerian literary com-
positions. In 1937 I traveled to Istanbul as a Guggenheim
Fellow, and, with the full cooperation of the Turkish Di-
rectorate of Antiquities and of its authorized museum offi-
cials, I copied from the Nippur collection of its museum
more than 170 tablets and fragments inscribed with portions
of Sumerian literary works. These copies have now been
published with a detailed introduction in Turkish and Eng-
lish. The succeeding years were spent largely at the Uni-
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versity Museum in Philadelphia. Here, with the help of
several generous grants from the American Philosophical
Society, I studied and catalogued the hundreds of unpub-
lished Sumerian literary documents, identifying the con-
tents of most of them so that they could be attributed to
one or another of the numerous Sumerian compositions, and
I copied a number of them. In 1946 I traveled once again
to Istanbul and copied another hundred-odd pieces, prac-
tically all inscribed with portions of myths and epic tales;
these are now being prepared for publication. But this still
left, as I knew only too well, hundreds of pieces in the Istan-
bul museum uncopied and unutilizable. It was for the pur-
pose of continuing this task that I was awarded a Fulbright
research professorship to Turkey for the academic year
1951—52. In this period, three of us—the ladies Hatice
Kizilyay and Muazzez Cig (the Turkish curators of the
Tablet Archives of the Istanbul Museum of the Ancient
Orient) and I—copied close to 300 additional tablets and
fragments.

In recent years, finally, a new stock of Sumerian literary
pieces became available. In 1948, the Oriental Institute of
the University of Chicago and the University Museum in
Philadelphia pooled their financial resources and sent out
a joint expedition to renew excavations at Nippur after a
lapse of some fifty years. Not unexpectedly, this new ex-
pedition uncovered hundreds of new tablets and fragments,
and these are being carefully studied by Thorkild Jacobsen
of the Oriental Institute, one of the world’s outstanding cu-
neiformists, and the present writer. It is already apparent
that the newly discovered material will fill in many lacunae
in Sumerian belles-lettres. There is good reason to hope that
not a few Sumerian literary works will be made available
in the next decade, and that these, too, will reveal numer-
ous “firsts” in man’s recorded history.
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1 Education

THE FIRST SCHOOLS

(€ e\

The Sumerian school was the direct outgrowth of the in-
vention and development of the cuneiform system of writ-
ing, Sumer’s most significant contribution to civilization.
The first written documents were found in a Sumerian city
named Erech. They consist of more than a thousand small
pictographic clay tablets inscribed primarily with bits of
economic and administrative memoranda. But among them
are several which contain word lists intended for study and
practice. That is, as early as 3000 B.c., some scribes were
already thinking in terms of teaching and learning. Progress
was slow in the centuries that followed. But by the middle
of the third millennium, there must have been a number
of schools throughout Sumer where writing was taught for-
mally. In ancient Shuruppak, the home city of the Sume-
rian “Noah,” there were excavated, in 19o2-3, a con-
siderable number of school “textbooks” dating from about
2500 B.C.

However, it was in the last half of the third millennium
that the Sumerian school system matured and flourished.
From this period there have already been excavated tens
of thousands of clay tablets, and there is little doubt that
hundreds of thousands more lie buried in the ground, await-
ing the future excavator. The vast majority are administra-
tive in character; they cover every phase of Sumerian eco-
nomic life. From them we learn that the number of scribes
who practiced their craft throughout those years ran into
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the thousands. There were junior and “high” scribes, royal
and temple scribes, scribes who were highly specialized for
particular categories of administrative activities, and scribes
who became leading officials in government. There is every
reason to assume, therefore, that numerous scribal schools
of considerable size and importance flourished throughout
the land.

But none of these earlier tablets deal directly with the
Sumerian school system, its organization, and its method of
operation. For this type of information we must go to the
first half of the second millennium B.c. From this later pe-
riod there have been excavated hundreds of practice tablets
filled with all sorts of exercises actually prepared by the
pupils themselves as part of their daily school work. Their
script ranges from the sorry scratches of the first-grader to
the elegantly written signs of the far-advanced student
about to become a “graduate.” By inference, these ancient
“copybooks” tell us not a little about the method of teaching
current in the Sumerian school and about the nature of its
curriculum. Fortunately, the ancient Sumerian teachers
themselves liked to write about school life, and several of

their essays on this subject have been recovered at least

in part. From all these sources we get a picture of the Su-
merian school—its aims and goals, its students and faculty,
its curriculum and teaching techniques. This is unique for
so early a period in the history of man.

The original goal of the Sumerian school was what we
would term “professional”—that is, it was first established
for the purpose of training the scribes required to satisfy
the economic and administrative demands of the land, pri-
marily those of the temple and palace. This continued to
be the major aim of the Sumerian school throughout its
existence. However, in the course of its growth and develop-
ment, and particularly as a result of the ever widening cur-
riculum, the school came to be the center of culture and
learning in Sumer. Within its walls flourished the scholar-
scientist, the man who studied whatever theological, bo-
tanical, zoological, mineralogical, geographical, mathemati-
cal, grammatical, and linguistic knowledge was current in
his day, and who in some cases added to this knowledge.
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Moreover, rather unlike present-day institutions of learn-
ing, the Sumerian school was also the center of what might
be termed creative writing. It was here that the literary
creations of the past were studied and copied; here, too,
new ones were composed. While it is true that the majority
of graduates from the Sumerian schools became scribes in
the service of the temple and palace, and among the rich
and powerful of the land, there were some who devoted
their lives to teaching and learning. Like the university pro-
fessor of today, many of these ancient scholars depended
on their teaching salaries for their livelihood, and devoted
themselves to research and writing in their spare time. The
Sumerian school, which probably began as a temple ap-
pendage, became in time a secular institution; its curricu-
lum, too, became largely secular in character. The teachers
were paid, apparently, out of tuition fees collected from
the students.

Education was neither universal nor compulsory. Most
of the students came from wealthy families; the poor could
hardly afford the cost and time which a prolonged educa-
tion demanded. Until recently this was assumed a priori to
be the state of affairs, but in 1946 a German cuneiformist,
Nikolaus Schneider, ingeniously proved it from actual con-
temporary sources. In the thousands of published economic
and administrative documents from about 2000 B.C., some
five hundred individuals listed themselves as scribes, and
for further identification many of them added the name of
their father and his occupation. Schneider compiled a list
of these data, and found that fathers of the scribes—that
is, of the school graduates—were governors, “city fathers,”
ambassadors, temple administrators, military officers, sea
captains, high tax officials, priests of various sorts, managers,
supervisors, foremen, scribes, archivists, and accountants.
In short, the fathers were the wealthier citizens of urban
communities. Not a single woman is listed as a scribe in
these documents, and it is therefore likely that the student
body of the Sumerian school consisted of males only.

Head of the Sumerian school was the ummia, “expert,”
“professor,” who was also called “school father,” while the
pupil was called “school son.” The assistant professor was

Ppp—
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known as “big brother,” and some of his duties were to write
the new tablets for the pupils to copy, to examine the copies
made by the pupils, and to hear them recite their studies
from memory. Other members of the faculty were “the man
in charge of drawing” and “the man in charge of Sumerian.”
There were also monitors in charge of attendance and “a
man in charge of the whip,” who was presumably respon-
sible for discipline. We know nothing of the relative rank
of the school personnel, except that the headmaster was the
“school father.” Nor do we know anything about their
sources of income. Probably they were paid by the “school
father” from the tuition fees he received.

In regard to the curriculum of the Sumerian school, there
is at our disposal a wealth of data from the schools. them-
selves, which is indeed unique in the history of early man.
In this case there is no need to depend on the statements
made by the ancients or on inference from scattered bits
of information. We actually have the written products of
the schoolboys themselves, from the beginner’s first at-
tempts to the copies of the advanced student, whose work
was so well prepared that it could hardly be distinguished
from that of the professor himself. It is from these school
products that we realize that the Sumerian school’s curricu-
lum consisted of two primary groups: the first may be de-
scribed as semiscientific and scholarly; the second as literary
and creative.

In considering the first, or semiscientific group, it is im-
portant to stress that the subjects did not stem out of what
may be called the scientific urge—the search for truth for
truth’s sake. Rather, they grew and developed out of the
main school aim: to teach the scribe how to write the Su-
merian language. In order to satisfy this pedagogical need,
the Sumerian scribal teachers devised a system of instruc-
tion which consisted primarily in linguistic classification—
that is, they classified the Sumerian language into groups
of related words and phrases and had the students mem-
orize and copy them until they could reproduce them with
ease. In the third millennium B.c., these “textbooks” be-
came increasingly more complete, and gradually grew to be
more or less stereotyped and standard for all the schools



THE FIRST SCHOOLS 5

of Sumer. Among them we find long lists of names of trees
and reeds; of all sorts of animals, including insects and
birds; of countries, cities, and villages; of stones and min-
erals. These compilations reveal a considerable acquaint-
ance with what might be termed botanical, zoological, geo-
graphical, and mineralogical lore—a fact that is only now
beginning to be realized by historians of science.

Sumerian schoolmen also prepared various mathematical
tables and many detailed mathematical problems together
with their solutions. In the field of linguistics the study of
Sumerian grammar was well represented among the school
tablets. A number are inscribed with long lists of substan-
tive complexes and verbal forms, indicating a highly sophis-
ticated grammatical approach. Moreover, as a result of the
gradual conquest of the Sumerians by the Semitic Akkadi-
ans in the last quarter of the third millennium B.c., the Su-
merian professors prepared the oldest “dictionaries” known
to man. The Semitic conquerors not only borrowed the Su-
merian script but also treasured highly the Sumerian liter-
ary works, which they studied and imitated long after Su-
merian had become extinct as a spoken language. Hence,
there arose the pedagogical need for “dictionaries” in which
Sumerian words and phrases were translated into the Ak-
kadian language.

As for the literary and creative aspects of the Sumerian
curriculum, it consisted primarily in studying, copying, and
imitating the large and diversified group of literary com-
positions which must have originated and developed mainly
in the latter half of the third millennium B.c. These ancient
works, running into the hundreds, were almost all poetic
in form, ranging in length from less than fifty lines to close
to a thousand. Those recovered to date are chiefly of the
following genres: myths and epic tales in the form of nar-
rative poems celebrating the deeds and exploits of the Su-
merian gods and heroes; hymns to gods and kings; lamenta-
tions bewailing the destruction of Sumerian cities; wisdom
compositions including proverbs, fables, and essays. Of the
several thousand literary tablets and fragments recovered
from the ruins of Sumer, not a few are in the immature
hand of the ancient Sumerian pupils themselves.
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Little is known as yet of the teaching methods and tech-
niques practiced in the Sumerian school. In the morning,
upon his arrival in school, the student evidently studied the
tablet which he had prepared the day before. Then the
“big brother’—that is, the assistant professor—prepared a
new tablet, which the student proceeded to copy and study.
Both the “big brother” and the “school father” probably
examined his copies to see if they were correct. No doubt
memorizing played a very large role in the students’ work.
The teachers and assistants must have supplemented, with
considerable oral and explanatory material, the bare lists,
tables, and literary texts which the student copied and stud-
ied. But these “lectures,” which would have proved inval-
uable to our understanding of Sumerian scientific, religious,
and literary thought, were in all probability never written
down and hence are lost to us forever.

One fact stands out: the Sumerian school had none of
the character of what we would call progressive education.
In the matter of discipline, there was no sparing of the rod.
While teachers probably encouraged their students, by
means of praise and commendation, to do good work, they.
depended primarily on the cane for correcting the students’
faults and inadequacies. The student did not have an easy
time of it. He attended school daily from sunrise to sunset.
He must have had some vacation in the school year, but
on this we have no information. He devoted many years
to his studies, staying in school from his early youth to
the day when he became a young man. It would be in-
teresting to know if, when, and to what extent the students
were expected to specialize in one study or another. But on
this point, as indeed on many other points concerned with
school activities, our sources fail us.

What was the ancient Sumerian schoolhouse like? In sev-
eral Mesopotamian excavations, buildings have turned up
which for one reason or another were identified as possible
schoolhouses—one in Nippur, another in Sippar, and a third
in Ur. But, except for the fact that a large number of tablets
were found in the rooms, there seems little to distinguish
them from ordinary house rooms, and the identification may
be erroneous. However, in the winter of 193435, the
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French, who excavated ancient Mari far to the west of Nip-
pur, uncovered two rooms which definitely seem to show
physical features that might be characteristic of a school-
room, especially since they contained several rows of
benches made of baked brick, capable of seating one, two,
or four people.

Just how did the students themselves feel about this sys-
tem of education? For at least a partial answer, we turn,
in Chapter 2, to a Sumerian essay on school life written
almost four thousand years ago but only recently pieced
together and translated. It is particularly informative on
pupil-teacher relations and provides a unique “first” in the
history of education.



2 Schooldays
THE FIRST CASE OF
‘“‘APPLE-POLISHING’’

(€Y

One of the most human documents ever excavated in the
Near East is a Sumerian essay dealing with the day-
to-day activities of a schoolboy. Composed by an anony-
mous schoolteacher who lived about 2000 B.c., its simple,
straightforward words reveal how little human nature has
really changed throughout the millenniums. In this ancient
essay, a Sumerian schoolboy, not unlike his modern counter-
part, dreads being late to school “lest his teacher cane him.”
On waking up, he urges his mother to prepare his lunch
hurriedly. In school, whenever he misbehaves, he is caned
by the teacher and his assistants; of this we are quite sure,
since the Sumerian sign for flogging consists of “stick” and
“flesh.” As for the teacher, his pay seems to have been as
meager then as a teacher’s pay is now; at least he was only
too happy to make a little extra from the parents to eke
out his earnings.

The composition, which was no doubt the creation of one
of the “professors” in the “tablet-house,” begins with a di-
rect question to the pupil: “Schoolboy, where did you go
from earliest days?” The boy answers: “I went to school.”
The author then asks: “What did you do in school?” There
follows the pupil’s reply, which takes up more than half
the document and reads in part: “I recited my tablet, ate
my lunch, prepared my (new) tablet, wrote it, finished it;
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then they assigned me my oral work, and in the afternoon
they assigned me my written work. When school was dis-
missed, I went home, entered the house, and found my fa-
ther sitting there. I told my father of my written work, then
recited my tablet to him, and my father was delighted.
<+« . When I awoke early in the morning, I faced my
mother and said to her: ‘Give me my lunch, I want to go
to school.” My mother gave me two ‘rolls’ and I set out;
my mother gave me two ‘rolls’ and I went to school. In
school the monitor in charge said to me, ‘Why are you
late?” Afraid and with pounding heart, I entered before my
teacher and made a respectful curtsy.”

But curtsy or not, it seems to have been a bad day for
this pupil. He had to take canings from the various mem-
bers of the school staff for such indiscretions as talking,
standing up, and walking out of the gate. Worst of all, the
teacher said to him, “Your hand (copy) is not satisfactory,”
and caned him. This seems to have been too much for the
lad, and he suggests to his father that it might be a good
idea to invite the teacher home and mollify him with some
presents—by all odds the first recorded case of “apple-
polishing” in the history of man. The composition contin-
ues: “To that which the schoolboy said his father gave
heed. The teacher was brought from school, and after en-
tering the house he was seated in the seat of honor. The
schoolboy attended and served him, and whatever he
had learned of the art of tablet-writing he unfolded to his
father.”

The father then wined and dined the teacher, “dressed
him in a new garment, gave him a gift, put a ring on his
hand.” Warmed by this generosity, the teacher reassures
the aspiring scribe in poetic words, which read in part:
“Young man, because you did not neglect my word, did
not forsake it, may you reach the pinnacle of the scribal
art, may you achieve it completely. . . . Of your brothers
may you be their leader, of your friends may you be their
chief, may you rank the highest of the schoolboys. . . .
You have carried out well the school’s activities, you have
become a man of learning.”

With these enthusiastic and optimistic words of the pro-
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fessor, the “school days” essay comes to an end. Little did
he dream that his literary vignette on school life as he knew
it would be resurrected and restored some four thousand
years later by a twentieth-century professor in an American
university. Fortunately it was a popular essay in ancient
days, as can be seen from the fact that twenty-one copies,
in various states of preservation, have come to light: thir-
teen are in the University Museum in Philadelphia; seven
are in the Museum of the Ancient Orient in Istanbul, and
one is in the Louvre in Paris.

The story of the gradual piecing together of the text is
as follows: As early as 1gog the first bit of text from the
“school days” document was copied and published by a
young cuneiformist, Hugo Radau. It was an extract from
the middle of the composition, and Radau had no way of
knowing what it was all about. In the next twenty-five
years, additional bits were published by the late famed
Orientalists, Stephen Langdon, Edward Chiera, and Henri
de Genouillac. But still there was not enough material on
hand to gather the real significance of the text. In 1938,
during a prolonged stay in Istanbul, I succeeded in identify-
ing five more pieces belonging to our document. One of
these was a fairly well-preserved four-column tablet which
had originally contained the entire text of our composition.
It enabled me to place the other pieces in their proper posi-
tion. Since then, additional pieces in the University Mu-
seum have been identified, ranging in length from a well-
preserved four-column tablet to small fragments containing
no more than a few broken lines. As a result, except for
a few broken signs, practically the entire text of the docu-
ment was pieced together and restored.

But this was only the first hurdle in the scholarly process
of making the contents of our ancient document available
to the world at large. A trustworthy translation is every bit
as important and far more difficult. Several portions of the
document have been successfully translated by the Sume-
rologists Thorkild Jacobsen, of the Oriental Institute of the
University of Chicago, and Adam Falkenstein, of the Uni-
versity of Heidelberg. These translations, together with a
number of suggestions by Benno Landsberger, formerly of
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Leipzig and Ankara and now of the Oriental Institute of
the University of Chicago, were utilized in the preparation
of the first translation of the entire document. This was pub-
lished in 1949 in the highly specialized Journal of the Amer-
ican Oriental Society. Needless to say, not a few of the
Sumerian words and phrases in the ancient essay are still
uncertain and obscure. No doubt some future professor will
succeed in arriving at an exact rendering.

The Sumerian school was rather dreary and uninviting:
the curriculum was “stiff,” the teaching methods drab, the
discipline harsh. No wonder then that at least some of the
pupils played truant whenever possible, and became “prob-
lem” children. Which brings us to the first recorded exam-
ple of “juvenile delinquency.” Interestingly enough, it is
also one of the earliest documents in which we find the
Sumerian word for “humanity,” namlulu, used, like its Eng-
lish counterpart, in the sense of conduct and behavior fit
for humans.

e



3 Father and Son
THE FIRST CASE OF
JUVENILE DELINQUENCY

€Oy

If juvenile delinquency is a serious problem in our day, it
might be consoling to know that things were not too differ-
ent in ancient days. Wayward, disobedient, and ungrateful
children were the bane of their parents thousands of years
ago as well as today. They roamed the streets and boule- -
vards and loitered in the public squares, perhaps even in
gangs, in spite of the fact that they were supervised by a
monitor. They hated school and education and made their
fathers sick to death with their everlasting gripes and com-
plaints. All this we learn from the text of a Sumerian essay,
which was only very recently pieced together. The seven-
teen clay tablets and fragments on which the essay has been
found inscribed actually date back some 3,700 years; its
original composition may go back several centuries earlier.

The composition which concerns a scribe and his per-
verse son, begins with an introduction consisting of a more
or less friendly dialogue between father and son, in which
the latter is admonished to go to school, work diligently,
and report back without loitering in the streets. To make
sure that the lad has paid close attention, the father has
him repeat his words verbatim.

From here on the essay is a monologue on the part of
the father. It starts with a series of practical instructions
to help make a man of his son; not to gad about in the
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streets and boulevards; to be humble before his monitor;
to go to school and learn from the experience of man’s early
past. There follows a bitter rebuke to the wayward son,
who, his father claims, has made him sick to death with
his perennial fears and inhuman behavior. He, the father,
is deeply disappointed at the son’s ingratitude; he never
made him work behind plow or ox, nor did he ever ask
him to bring firewood, or support him as other fathers make
their sons do. And yet his son turned out to be less of a
man than the others.

Like many a disappointed parent of today, the father
seems to be especially hurt that his son refuses to follow
his professional footsteps and become a scribe. He admon-
ishes him to emulate his companions, friends, and brothers;
to follow his own profession, the scribal art, in spite of the
fact that it is the most difficult of all professions which the
god of arts and crafts thought up and brought into being.
It is most useful, the father argues, for the poetic trans-
mission of man’s experience. But in any case, he continues,
it is decreed by Enlil, the king of all the gods, that a son
should follow his father’s profession.

After a final upbraiding for the son’s pursuit of materi-
alistic success rather than humanistic endeavor, the text be-
comes rather obscure; it seems to consist of brief, pithy say-
ings, intended perhaps to guide the son in true wisdom. In
any case the essay closes on a happy note, with the father
blessing his son and praying that he find favor in the eyes
of his personal god, the moon-god Nanna and his wife, the
goddess Ningal.

Here now is a quite literal, if tentative, translation of the
more intelligible portions of the essay only omitting here
and there an obscure phrase or broken line.

The father begins by asking his son:

“Where did you go?”

“I did not go anywhere.”

“If you did not go anywhere, why do you idle about?
Go to school, stand before your ‘school-father,” recite your
assignment, open your schoolbag, write your tablet, let
your ‘big brother’ write your new tablet for you. After you
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have finished your assignment and reported to your moni-
tor, come to me, and do not wander about in the street.
Come now, do you know what 1 said?”

“I know, I'll tell it to you.”

“Come, now, repeat it to me.”

“I'll repeat it to you.”

“Tell it to me.

“Come on, tell it to me.”

“You told me to go to school, recite my assignment, open
my schoolbag, write my tablet, while my ‘big brother’ is
to write my new tablet. After finishing my assignment, 1
am to proceed to my work and to come to you after I have
reported to my monitor. That’s what you told me.”

The father now continues with a long monologue:

“Come now, be a man. Don’t stand about in the public
square, or wander about the boulevard. When walking in
the street, don’t look all around. Be humble and show fear
before your monitor. When you show terror, the monitor
will like you.”

ol K . « « . [About fifteen lines destroyed.]

“You who wander about in the public square, would you
achieve success? Then seek out the first generations. Go to
school, it will be of benefit to you. My son, seek out the
first generations, inquire of them.

“Perverse one over whom I stand watch—I would not be
a man did I not stand watch over my son—I spoke to my kin,
compared its men, but found none like you among them.

“What I am about to relate to you turns the fool into
a wise man, holds the snake as if by charms, and will not
let you accept false phrases. Because my heart had been
sated with weariness of you, 1 kept away from you and
heeded not your fears and grumblings—no, 1 heeded not
your fears and grumblings. Because of your clamorings,
yes, because of your clamorings—I was angry with you—
yes, I was angry with you. Because you do not look to your
humanity, my heart was carried off as if by an evil wind.
Your grumblings have put an end to me, you have brought
me to the point of death.
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“I, never in all my life did 1 make you carry reeds to
the canebrake. The reed rushes which the young and the
little carry, you, never in your life did you carry them. I
never said to you ‘Follow my caravans.” I never sent you
to work, to plow my field. I never sent you to work to dig
up my field. I never sent you to work as a laborer. ‘Go,
work and support me,” I never in my life said to you.

“Others like you support their parents by working. If you
spoke to your kin, and appreciated them, you would emu-
late them. They provide 10 gur (72 bushels) barley each
—even the young ones provided their fathers with 10 gur
each. They multiplied barley for their father, maintained
him in barley, oil, and wool. But you, you're a man when
it comes to perverseness, but compared to them you are
not a man at all. You certainly don’t labor like them—they
are the sons of fathers who make their sons labor, but me—
I didn’t make you work like them.

“Perverse one with whom I am furious—who is the man
who can really be furious with his son—I spoke to my kin
and found something hitherto unnoticed. The words which
I shall relate to you, fear them and be on your guard be-
cause of them. Your partner, your yokemate—you failed to
appreciate him; why do you not emulate him? Your friend,
your companion—you failed to appreciate him; why do you
not emulate him? Emulate your older brother. Emulate
your younger brother. Among all mankind’s craftsmen who
dwell in the land, as many as Enki (the god of arts and
crafts) called by name (brought into existence), no work
as difficult as the scribal art did he call by name. For if
not for song (poetry)—like the banks of the sea, the banks
of the distant canals, is the heart of song distant—you
wouldn’t be listening to my counsel, and 1 wouldn’t be re-
peating to you the wisdom of my father. It is in accordance
with the fate decreed by Enlil for man that a son follows
the work of his father.

“I, night and day am I tortured because of you. Night
and day you waste in pleasures. You have accumulated
much wealth, have expanded far and wide, have become
fat, big, broad, powerful, and puffed. But your kin waits
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expectantly for your misfortune, and will rejoice at it be-
cause you looked not to your humanity.”

(Here follows an obscure passage of 41 lines which
seems to consist of proverbs and old saws; the essay then
concludes with the father’s poetic blessing.)

“From him who quarrels with you may Nanna, your god,
save you,

From him who attacks you may Nanna, your god, save you,

May you find favor before your god,

May your humanity exalt you, neck and breast,

May you be the head of your city’s sages,

May your city utter your name in favored places,

May your god call you by a good name,

May you find favor before your god Nanna,

May you be regarded with favor by the goddess Ningal.”

But though they may prefer not to admit it, it is not the
professors, poets, and humanists who run the world, but
the statesmen, politicians, and soldiers. And so our next
“first,” in Chapter 4, is about “power politics,” and a Sume-
rian ruler of five thousand years ago who could manage -
“political incidents” successfully.



4 International Affairs
THE: ;JFIRST
‘“WAR OF NERVES”’

ey

Where the Sea of Marmara branches out into the gulf-like
Golden Horn and the river-like Bosphorus, is situated a part
of Istanbul known as Saray-burnu or “Palace-nose.” Here,
in the shelter of high and impenetrable walls, Mehmed II,
the conqueror of Istanbul, built his palace and residence
almost five hundred years ago. In the centuries that fol-
lowed, sultan after sultan added afresh to this palace com-
plex, building new kiosks and mosques, installing new foun-
tains, laying out new gardens. In the well-paved courts and
terraced gardens wandered the ladies of the harem and
their attendants, the princes and their pages. Few were
privileged to enter the palace grounds, and fewer still were
permitted to witness its inner life.

But gone are the days of the sultans, and “Palace-nose”
has taken on a different aspect. The high towered walls are
largely broken down. The private gardens have been turned
into public parks for the people of Istanbul to find shade
and rest on hot summer days. As for the buildings them-
selves—the forbidden palaces and the secretive kiosks—most
of them have become museums. Gone forever is the sultan’s
heavy hand. Turkey is a republic.

In a many-windowed room in one of these museums, the
Museum of the Ancient Orient, I sit at a large rectangular
table. On the wall facing me hangs a large photograph of
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the broad-faced, sad-eyed Ataturk, the beloved founder
and hero of the new Turkish Republic. Much is still to be
said and written about this remarkable man, in some ways
one of the most significant political figures of our century.
But it is not with modern “heroes” that I am concerned,
no matter how epoch-making their achievements. I am a
Sumerologist, and my business is with the long-forgotten
“heroes” of the far-distant past.

On the table before me is a clay tablet written by a scribe
who lived almost four thousand years ago. The script is
cuneiform, or wedge-shaped; the language is Sumerian.
The tablet is square in shape, nine by nine inches; it is
therefore smaller in area than a standard sheet of typewriter
paper. But the scribe who wrote this tablet divided it into
twelve columns. By using a minute script, he succeeded in
inscribing in this limited space more than six hundred lines
of a Sumerian heroic poem. We may call it “Enmerkar and
the Lord of Aratta.” Though its characters and events go
back almost five thousand years, they have a strangely fa-
miliar ring to our modern ears, for the poem records a po-
litical incident suggestive of the power-politics techniques
of our own day and age.

Once upon a time, this poem tells us, many centuries
before the scribe who wrote it was born, there lived a far-
famed Sumerian hero named Enmerkar. He ruled over
Erech, a city-state in southern Mesopotamia, between the
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. Far to the north of Erech, in
Iran, lay Aratta, another city-state. It was separated from
Erech by seven mountain ranges, and was perched so high
on a mountain top that it was difficult to approach. Aratta
was a prosperous town, rich in metal and stone—the very
materials that were entirely lacking in the flat lowlands of
Mesopotamia, where Enmerkar’s city, Erech, was situated.
No wonder, then, that Enmerkar cast longing and covetous
eyes upon Aratta and its riches. Determined to make its
people and ruler his subjects, he proceeded to unloose a
“war of nerves” against the lord of Aratta and its inhabit-
ants. He succeeded in breaking down their morale to the
point where they gave up their independence and became
the vassals of Erech.
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All this is told in the leisurely, roundabout style charac-
teristic of epic poetry the world over. Our poem begins with
a preamble that sings the greatness of Erech and Kullab
(a district within Erech or in its immediate neighborhood)
from the very beginning of time, and stresses its superiority
over Aratta as a result of the goddess Inanna’s preference.
The real action then begins with the words “once upon a
time.”

The poet relates how Enmerkar, son of the sun-god Utu,
having determined to make a vassal state of Aratta, im-
plores his sister, Inanna, the powerful Sumerian goddess of
love and war, to see to it that the people of Aratta bring
gold, silver, lapis lazuli, and precious stones, and build for
him various shrines and temples, particularly the Abzu-
temple—that is, the “sea” temple of Enki, the Sumerian
water-god’s main seat of worship in Eridu, a city near the
Persian Gulf.

Inanna, heeding Enmerkar’s plea, advises him to seek out
a suitable herald to cross the imposing mountains of Anshan
(they separated Erech from Aratta) and assures him that
the people of Aratta will submit to him and carry out the
building operations he desires. Enmerkar selects his herald
and sends him to the lord of Aratta with a message threat-
ening to destroy and make desolate his city unless he and
his people bring down silver and gold and build and deco-
rate Enki’s temple. To further impress the lord of Araita,
Enmerkar instructs his herald to repeat to him the “spell
of Enki,” which relates how the god Enki had put an end to
man’s “golden age” under Enlil’s universal sway over the
earth and its inhabitants.

The herald, after traversing seven mountains, arrives at
Aratta, duly repeats his master’s words to its lord, and asks
for his answer. The latter, however, refuses to yield to En-
merkar, claiming that he is Inanna’s protégé and that she
had brought him to Aratta as its ruler. Thereupon the her-
ald informs him that Inanna, who is now “Queen of Eanna”
in Erech, has promised Enmerkar that Aratta would sub-
mit to him.

The lord of Aratta is stunned by this news. He composes
an answer for the herald to take back to his king, in which
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he admonishes Enmerkar for resorting to arms and says that
he prefers the “contest” (a fight between two selected
champions). He goes on to say that, since Inanna has be-
come his enemy, he is ready to submit to Enmerkar only
if he will send him large quantities of grain. The herald
returns to Erech posthaste and delivers the message to En-
merkar in the courtyard of the assembly hall.

Before making his next move, Enmerkar performs sev-
eral acts, apparently ritualistic in character. First he takes
counsel with Nidaba, the Sumerian goddess of wisdom.
Then he has his beasts of burden loaded with grain. They
are led to Aratta by the herald, who is to deliver to its
lord a message eulogizing Enmerkar’s scepter and com-
manding the lord to bring Enmerkar camelian and lapis
lazuli. On arrival, the herald piles up the grain in the court-
yard and delivers his message. The people, delighted with
the grain, are ready to present Enmerkar with the desired
carnelian (nothing seems to be said of the lapis lazuli) and
to have the “elders” build his “pure house” for him. But
the hysterical lord of Aratta, after eulogizing his own scep-
ter, insists, in words identical with those of Enmerkar, that
the latter bring him carnelian and lapis lazuli.

On the herald’s return to Erech, Enmerkar seems to con-
sult the omens, in particular one involving a reed sushima,
which he brings forth from “light to shade” and from “shade
to light,” until he finally cuts it down “after five years, after
ten years had passed.” He sends the herald forth once again
to Aratta, this time merely placing the scepter in his hand
without any accompanying message. The sight of the scep-
ter seems to arouse terror in the lord of Aratta. He turns
to his shatammu, and, after speaking bitterly of the plight
of his city as a result of Inanna’s displeasure, seems ready
to yield to Enmerkar. Nevertheless, he once again issues a
challenge to Enmerkar. This time he demands that En-
merkar select, as his representative, one of his “fighting
men” to engage in single combat one of the lord of Aratta’s
“fighting men.” Thus “the stronger will become known.”
The challenge, in riddlelike terms, asks that the selected
retainer be neither black nor white, neither brown, yellow,
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nor dappled—all of which seems to make little sense when
speaking of a man.

On the herald’s arrival at Erech with this new challenge,
Enmerkar bids him return to Aratta with a threefold mes-
sage: (1) He (Enmerkar) accepts the lord of Aratta’s chal-
lenge and is prepared to send one of his retainers to fight
the lord of Aratta’s representative to a decision. (2) He
demands that the lord of Aratta heap up gold, silver, and
precious stones for the goddess Inanna in Erech. (3) He
once again threatens Aratta with total destruction unless its
lord and people bring “stones of the mountain” to build
and decorate for him the Eridu shrine.

In the first part of the message Enmerkar’s words seem
to clear up the lord of Aratta’s riddlelike terms about the
color of the retainer to be selected. Enmerkar substitutes
the word “garment” for “fighting man.” Presumably the
color referred to garments worn by the combatants rather
than to their bodies.

There follows a remarkable passage, which, if correctly
interpreted, informs us that Enmerkar, the lord of Kullab,
was, in the opinion of the poet, the first to write on clay
tablets, and did so because his herald seemed “heavy of
mouth” and unable to repeat the message (perhaps because
of its length). The herald delivers the inscribed tablet to
the lord of Aratta and awaits his answer. But help now
seems to come to the lord of Aratta from an unexpected
source. The Sumerian god of rain and storm, Ishkur, brings
to Aratta wild-grown wheat and beans and heaps them up
before the lord of Aratta. At the sight of the wheat the
latter takes courage. His confidence regained, he informs
Enmerkar’s herald that Inanna had by no means abandoned
Aratta and her house and bed in Aratta.

From here on the text becomes fragmentary and the con-
text is difficult to follow, except for the statement that the
people of Aratta did bring gold, silver, and lapis lazuli to
Erech and heaped them up in the courtyard of Eanna for
Inanna.

So ends the longest Sumerian epic tale as yet uncovered,
the first of its kind in world literature. The text was re-
stored from twenty tablets and fragments, of which the
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most important by far is the twelve-column tablet in the HI
Istanbul Museum of the Ancient Orient, copied by me in
1946, and described in the foregoing paragraphs. The sci-
entific edition of the poem for the specialist, consisting of
the Sumerian text with translation and commentary, was
published as a University Museum monograph in 1952. But
even the nonspecialist will find this early example of heroic
poetry of interest and merit. Following, therefore, is a literal
translation of several of the better preserved passages in the
first half of the poem which will serve to illustrate its par-
ticular mood, temper, and flavor. The passages include En-
merkar’s plea to his patron deity Inanna; Inanna’s advice;
Enmerkar’s instructions to his herald; the execution of these
instructions by the herald; the lord of Aratta’s indignant
refusal; the herald’s further argument that Inanna is now
on Enmerkar’s side and its distressing effect on the lord of
Aratta. (Note that two, three, and four dots indicate the
omission, for one reason or another, of one, two, and more
than two words, respectively.)

Once upon a time the lord chosen by Inanna in her holy
heart,

Chosen from the land Shuba by Inanna in her holy heart,

Enmerkar, the son of Utu,

To his sister, the queen of good . . . . ,

To the holy Inanna makes a plea:

“O my sister, Inanna; for Erech

Let the people of Aratta fashion artfully gold and silver,

Let them bring down pure lapis lazuli from the slab,

Let them bring down precious stone and pure lapis lazuli;

Of Erech, the holy land . . . .,

Of the house of Anshan where you stand,

Let them build its . . . . ;

Of the holy gipar where you have established your dwell-

ing,
May the people of Aratta fashion artfully its interior,
I, I would offer prayers . . . . in its midst;

Let Aratta submit to Erech,
Let the people of Aratta,
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Having brought down the stones of the mountains from
their highland,

Build for me the great chapel, set up for me the great
shrine,

Cause to appear for me the great shrine, the shrine of the
gods,

Carry out for me my divine laws in Kullab,

Fashion for me the Abzu like a holy highland,

Purify for me Eridu like a mountain,

Cause to appear for me the holy chapel of the Abzu like
a cavern;

I, when I utter the hymns from the Abzu,

When I bring the divine laws from Eridu,

When I make blossom the pure en-ship likea . . . ,

When I place the crown on my head in Erech, in Kullab,

May the . . of the great chapel be brought into the gipar,

May the . . of the gipar be brought into the great chapel,

May the people admire approvingly,

May Utu look on with joyful eye.”

She who is . . . the delight of holy An, the queen who
eyes the highland,

The mistress whose kohl is Amaushumgalanna,

Inanna, the queen of all the lands,

Says to Enmerkar, the son of Utu:

“Come, Enmerkar, instruction I would offer you, take my
instruction,

A word I would speak to you, give ear to it!

Choose a word-wise herald from . . . ,

Let the great words of the word-wise Inanna be brought
to him in . . ,

Let him ascend the . . mountains,

Let him descend the . . mountains,

Before the . . of Anshan,

Let him prostrate himself like a young singer,

Awed by the dread of the great mountains,

Let him wander about in the dust—

Aratta will submit to Erech;

The people of Aratta,
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Having brought down the stones of the mountains from
their land,

Will build for you the great chapel, set up for you the great
shrine,

Cause to appear for you the great shrine, the shrine of the
gods,

Carry out for you your divine laws in Kullab,

Fashion for you the Abzu like a holy highland,

Purify for you Eridu like a mountain,

Cause to appear for you the holy chapel of the Abzu like
a cavern;

You, when you utter the hymns from the Abzu,

When you bring the divine laws from Eridu,

When you make blossom the pure en-ship likea . . . ,

When you place the crown on your head in Erech, in
Kullab,

The . . of the great chapel will be brought into the gipar,

The . . of the gipar will be brought into the great chapel.

The people will admire approvingly,

Utu will look on with joyful eye;

The people of Aratia,

.......... [Four lines omitted.]

Will bend the knee before you like highland sheep;

O holy ‘breast’ of the house, whose coming out is like the
sun,

You are its beloved provider,

O . . . . Enmerkar, son of Utu, praise!l”

The lord gave heed to the word of the holy Inanna,

Chose a word-wise herald from . . . ,
Brought to him the great words of the word-wise Inanna
1D gt

“Ascend the . . mountains,

Descend the . . mountains,

Before the . . of Anshan,

Prostrate yourself like a young singer,

Awed by the dread of the great mountains,

Wander about in the dust—

O herald, speak unto the lord of Aratta and say unto him:



THE FIRST “WAR OF NERVES” 25

‘I will make the people of that city flee like the . . bird
from its tree,

I will make them flee like a bird into its neighboring nest,

I will make it (Aratta) desolate like a place of . . . ,

I will make it hold dust like an utterly destroyed city,

Aratta, that habitation which Enki has cursed—

I will surely destroy the place, like a place which has been
destroyed,

Inanna has risen up in arms behind it,

Has brought down the word, has turned it back,

Like the heaped-up dust, 1 will surely heap dust upon it;

Having made . . . gold in its ore,

Pressed . . silver in its dust,

Fashioned silver . . . ,

Fastened the crates on the mountain asses—

The . . . house of Sumer’s junior Enlil,

Chosen by the lord Nudimmud in his holy heart,

Let the people of the highland of pure divine laws build
for me,

Make it flower for me like the boxwood tree,

Light it up for me like Utu coming out of the ganun,

Adorn for me its thresholds.””

.......... [Twenty-seven lines omitted.]

The herald gave heed to the word of his king.

During the night he journeyed by the stars,

During the day he journeyed with Utu of heaven,

The great words of Inanna . . . . were brought unto him
. ,

He ascends the . . mountains,

He descends the . . mountains,

Before the . . of Anshan,

He prostrated himself like a young singer,

Awed by the dread of the great mountains,

He wandered about in the dust;

Five mountains, six mountains, seven mountains he crossed,

Lifted his eyes, approached Aratta,

In the courtyard of Aratta he set a joyous foot,

Made known the exaltedness of his king,

Spoke reverently the word of his heart.
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The herald says to the lord of Aratta:

“Your father, my king, has sent me to you,

The lord of Erech, the lord of Kullab, has sent me to you.”
“Your king, what has he spoken, what has he saidP”

“My king, this is what he has spoken, this is what he has
said—

My king fit for the crown from his very birth,

The lord of Erech, the leading serpent of Sumer, who . . .

likea. .,
The ram full of princely might in the walled highland,
The shepherd who . . . . ,

Born of the faithful cow in the heart of the highland—

Enmerkar, the son of Utu, has sent me to you,

My king, this is what he says:

‘I will make the people of his city flee like the . . bird from
its tree,

I will make them flee like a bird into its neighboring nest,

I will make it desolate like a place of . . . ,

I will make it hold dust like an utterly destroyed city,

Aratta, that habitation which Enki has cursed—

I will surely destroy the place like a place which has been
destroyed.

Inanna has risen up in arms behind it,

Has brought down the word, has turned it back,

Like the heaped-up dust, I will surely heap dust upon it;

Having made . . . gold in its ore,

Pressed . . silver in its dust,

Fashioned silver . . . ,

Fastened the crates on the mountain asses—

The . . . house of Sumer’s junior Enlil,

Chosen by the lord Enki in his holy heart,

Let the people of the highland of the holy divine laws build
for me,

Make it flower for me like the boxwood tree,

Light it up for me like Utu coming out of the ganun,

Adorn for me its thresholds.

.......... [Two lines omitted.]

“Command what I shall say concerning this matter,
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And to the dedicated one who wears a long beard of lapis
lazuli,

To him whose mighty cow . . s the land of pure divine laws.

To him whose seed came forth in the dust of Aratta,

To him who was fed milk in the fold of the faithful cow,

To him who was fit for lordship over Kullab, the land of
all the great divine laws,

To Enmerkar, the son of Utu,

I will speak that word as a good word in the temple of
Eanna;

In the gipar which bears fruit like a fresh . . plant,

I will deliver it to my king, the lord of Kullab.”

After he had thus spoken to him,

“O herald, speak unto your king, the lord of Kullab, and
say unto him:

‘Me, the lord fit for the pure hand,

She who is the royal . . of heaven, the queen of heaven
and earth,

The mistress of all the divine laws, the holy Inanna,

Has brought me to Aratta, the land of the holy divine laws,

Has made me close “the face of the highland” like a large
door;

How then shall Aratta submit to Erech!

Aratta will not submit to Erech’—say unto him.”

After he had thus spoken to him,

The herald answers the lord of Aratta:

“The great queen of heaven, who rides the fearful divine
laws,

Who dwells in the mountains of the highland Shuba,

Who adorns the daises of the highland Shuba—

Because the lord, my king, who is her servant,

Made her the ‘Queen of Eanna.’

‘The lord of Aratta will submit’'—

Thus said to him in the brickwork of Kullab.”

Then was the lord depressed, deeply pained,

He had no answer, he kept seeking an answer,

At his own feet he cast a troubled eye, he finds an
answer. . . .
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The early rulers of Sumer, no matter how great their suc-
cess as conquerors, were not unbridled tyrants and absolute
monarchs. On all the more important questions of state, par-
ticularly those involving war and peace, they consulted
their more important fellow citizens gathered in solemn as-
sembly. One such crucial “congress” took place at the very
dawn of Sumerian history, some five thousand years ago,
although it is recorded in a heroic poem composed in a
much later day. This “first” in political history is recorded
in Chapter 5.
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Man’s social and spiritual development is often slow, devi-
ous, and hard to trace. The full-grown tree may well be
separated from its original seed by thousands of miles and
years. Take, for example, the way of life known as democ-
racy and its fundamental institution, the political assembly.
On the surface it seems to be practically a monopoly of our
Western civilization and an outgrowth of recent centuries.
Who could imagine that there were political congresses
thousands and thousands of years ago, and in parts of the
world rarely associated with democratic institutions? But
the patient archaeologist digs deep and wide, and he never
knows what he will come up with. As a result of the efforts
of the “pick and spade” brigade, we can now read the rec-
ord of a political assembly that took place some five thou-
sand years ago in—of all places—the Near East.

The first political “congress” in man’s recorded history
met in solemn session about 2800 B.c. It consisted, not un-
like our own congress, of two “houses”: a “senate,” or an
assembly of elders; and a “lower house,” or an assembly
of arms-bearing male citizens. It was a “war congress,”
called together to take a stand on the momentous question
of war and peace; it had to choose between what we would
describe as “peace at any price” or war and independence.
The “senate,” with its conservative elders, declared for peace
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at all cost, but its decision was “vetoed” by the king, who
then brought the matter before the “lower house.” This
body declared for war and freedom, and the king approved.

In what part of the world did the first “congress” known
to man meet? Not, as you might surmise, somewhere in the
West, on the continent of Europe (the political assemblies
in “democratic” Greece and republican Rome came much
later). Our hoary congress met, surprising as it may seem,
in that part of Asia now generally designated as the Near
East, the traditional home of tyrants and despots, a part of
the world where political assemblies were thought to be
practically unknown. It was in the land known in ancient
days as Sumer, situated north of the Persian Gulf between
the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, that the oldest known po-
litical assembly was convened. And when did this “con-
gress” meet? In the third millennium B.c. In those days,
this Near Eastern land Sumer (it corresponds roughly to
the lower half of modern Iraq) was inhabited by a people
who developed what was probably the highest civilization
in the then known world.

Sumer, some four to five thousand years ago, boasted of
many large cities centering about monumental and world-
renowned public buildings. Its busy traders carried on an
extensive commerce by land and sea with neighboring
countries. Its more serious thinkers and intellectuals devel-
oped a system of religious thought which was accepted as
gospel not only in Sumer but throughout much of the an-
cient Near East. Its gifted poets sang lovingly and fervently
of their gods, heroes, and kings. To crown it all, the Su-
merians gradually developed a system of writing by means
of reed stylus on clay, which enabled man for the first time
to make a detailed and permanent record of his deeds and
thoughts, his hopes and desires, his judgments and beliefs.
And so it is not surprising to find that in the field of politics,
too, the Sumerians made important progress. Particularly,
they took the first steps toward democratic government by
curbing the power of the kings and recognizing the right
of political assembly.

The political situation that brought about the convening
of the oldest “congress” recorded in history may be de-



THE FIRST BICAMERAL CONGRESS 31

scribed as follows: Like Greece of a much later day, Sumer,
in the third millennium B.c., consisted of a number of city-
states vying for supremacy over the land as a whole. One
of the most important of these was Kish, which, according
to Sumerian legendary lore, had received the “kingship”
from heaven immediately after the “flood.” But in time an-
other city-state, Erech, which lay far to the south of Kish,
kept gaining in power and influence until it seriously threat-
ened Kish’s supremacy in Sumer. The king of Kish at last
realized the danger and threatened the Erechites with war
unless they recognized him as their overlord. It was at this
crucial moment that Erech’s two assemblies were convened
—the elders and the arms-bearing males—in order to decide
which course to follow, whether to submit to Kish and en-
joy peace or to take to arms and fight for independence.

The story of the struggle between Erech and Kish is told
in the form of a Sumerian epic poem whose chief charac-
ters are Agga, the last ruler of the first dynasty of Kish,
and Gilgamesh, the king of Erech and “lord of Kullab.”
The poem begins with the arrival in Erech of Agga’s envoys
bearing an ultimatum to its king Gilgamesh. Before giving
them his answer, Gilgamesh goes before “the convened as-
sembly of the elders of his city” with an urgent plea not
to submit to Kish but to take up arms and fight for vic-
tory. The “senators,” however, are of a different mind; they
would rather submit to Kish and enjoy peace. Their deci-
sion displeases Gilgamesh, who then goes before “the con-
vened assembly of the men of his city” and repeats his plea.
The men of this assembly decide to fight rather than submit
to Kish. Gilgamesh is delighted, and seems confident of the
results of the expected struggle. In a very short time—in
the words of our poet, “It was not five days, it was not
ten days”—Agga besieges Erech, and the Erechites are dum-
founded. The meaning of the remainder of the poem is not
too clear, but it seems that Gilgamesh in some way suc-
ceeds in gaining the friendship of Agga and in having the
siege lifted without a fight.

Here, now, are the ancient Sumerian poet’s actual words
dealing with the Erech “congress”; the translation is quite
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literal, but omits a number of lines whose contents are still
unintelligible.

The envoys of Agga, the son of Enmebaraggesi,

Proceeded from Kish to Gilgamesh in Erech.

The lord Gilgamesh before the elders of his city

Put the matter, seeks out the word:

“Let us not submit to the house of Kish, let us smite it with
weapons.”

The convened assembly of the elders of his city

Answers Gilgamesh:

“Let us submit to the house of Kish, let us not smite it with
weapons.”

Gilgamesh, the lord of Kullab,
Who performs heroic deeds for the goddess Inanna,
Took not the words of the elders of his city to heart.

A second time Gilgamesh, the lord of Kullab,

Before the fighting men of his city put the matter, seeks
out the word:

“Do not submit to the house of Kish, let us smite it with
weapons.”

The convened assembly of the fighting men of his city

Answers Gilgamesh:

“Do not submit to the house of Kish, let us smite it with
weapons.”

Then Gilgamesh, the lord of Kullab,
At the word of the fighting men of his city his heart re-
joiced, his spirit brightened.

Our poet is all too brief; he merely mentions the Erech
“congress” and its two assemblies, without giving any fur-
ther details. What we would like to know, for example, is
the size of the membership of each body, and just how the
“congressmen” and “senators” were selected. Could each
individual voice his opinion and be sure of a hearing? How
was the final consensus of the body as a whole obtained?
Did they have a device corresponding to the voting tech-
nique of our own day? Certainly there must have been a
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“speaker” in charge of the discussion who “spoke” for the
assembly to the king. Then again, in spite of the poet’s lofty
language, we may rest assured that there was considerable
“politicking” and “wire-pulling” among the old political
“boys.” The city-state of Erech was evidently split wide
open into two opposing camps, a war party and a peace
party. There was probably more than one behind-the-
scenes conference of our own “smoke-filled room” type, be-
fore the leaders of each “house” announced the final and
seemingly unanimous decisions.

But of all these ancient political bickerings and compro-
mises we will probably never recover a trace. There is little
likelihood that we will ever find any detailed historical rec-
ords from the days of Agga and Gilgamesh, since, in their
time, writing was not yet sufficiently developed for histori-
ographic purposes. As for our epic poem, it must be borne
in mind that it is inscribed on tablets written many cen-
turies after the incidents it describes took place—probably
about a thousand years after the Erech “congress” had met
and adjourned.

There are known, at present, eleven tablets and fragments
inscribed with our political-assembly poem. Four of the
eleven pieces were copied and published in the past four
decades. But the significance of their contents for the his-
tory of political thought and practice was not realized until
1943, when Thorkild Jacobsen, of the Oriental Institute of
the University of Chicago, published a study on Primitive
Democracy. Since then it was my good fortune to identify
and copy the remaining seven pieces in Istanbul and Phila-
delphia. As a result, the poem, consisting of 115 lines, is
now complete. A scientific edition of its text, together with
a newly revised translation, appeared in 1949 in the Ameri-
can Journal of Archaeology.

The two political events described here and in Chapter
4 took place about 2800 B.c. They are known to us not
from contemporary historical documents but from epic
poems written down at a much later date, and these poems
contain only a kernel of historic truth. It is not until some
six centuries later that we come upon a number of inscrip-
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tions recording and interpreting social and political events
in a style which stamps them as man’s first attempt at
history-writing. One of these documents is described and
analyzed in Chapter 6, after an introductory comment on
the intellectual and psychological limitations of our first
“historians.” It is primarily concerned with a bitter and
tragic civil war between two Sumerian city-states that
ended in a temporary and uneasy stalemate, the only vic-
tors being death and destruction.



6 Civil War in Sumer

THE FIRST HISTORIAN

The Sumerians, it is safe to say, produced no historiography
in the generally accepted sense of the word. Certainly no
Sumerian man of letters wrote history as the modern his-
torian conceives it, in terms of unfolding processes and un-
derlying principles. Bound by his particular world view, the
Sumerian thinker saw historical events as coming ready-
made and “full-grown, full-blown” on the world scene, and
not as the slow product of man’s interaction with his en-
vironment. He believed, for example, that his own country,
which he knew as a land of thriving cities and towns, vil-
lages and farms, and in which flourished a well-developed
assortment of political, religious, and economic institutions
and techniques, had always been more or less the same
from the very beginning of days—that is, from the moment
the gods had planned and decreed it to be so, following
the creation of the universe. It probably never occurred
even to the most learned of the Sumerian sages that Sumer
had once been desolate marshland with but few scattered
settlements, and had only gradually come to be what it
was after many generations of struggle and toil marked by
human will and determination, manlaid plans and experi-
ments, and diverse discoveries and inventions.

The psychological techniques of definition and generali-
zation, which the modern historian takes more or less for
granted, seem to have been unknown to the Sumerian
teacher and thinker, at least on the level of explicit formu-
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lation. Thus, in the linguistic field, we have quite a number
of Sumerian grammatical lists that imply an awareness of
numerous grammatical classifications, but nowhere do we
find a single explicit grammatical definition or rule. In
mathematics we find many tables, problems, and solutions,
but no statement of general principles, axioms, and theo-
rems. In what might be termed the “natural sciences,” the
Sumerian teachers compiled long lists of trees, plants, ani-
mals, and stones. The reason for the particular ordering of
the objects listed is still obscure, but certainly it does not
stem from a fundamental understanding of, or approach
to, botanical, zoological, or mineralogical principles and
laws. The Sumerians compiled numerous law codes, which
no doubt contained, in their original complete state, hun-
dreds of individual laws, but nowhere is there a statement
of legal theory. In the field of history, the Sumerian temple
and palace archivists noted and wrote down a varied as-
sortment of significant events of a political, military, and
religious character. But this did not lead to the writing of
connected and meaningful history. Lacking the relatively
recent discovery that history is a constantly changing proc-
ess, and seemingly ignorant of the methodological tool of
comprehensive generalization, the Sumerian man of letters
could not possibly have done his history-writing in the mod-
ern sense of the word.

While it is not surprising that the Sumerian writers failed
to produce the “modemn” type of historiography, it does
seem strange that even historical works of the kind current
among the Hebrews and Greeks were unknown in Sumer.
No Sumerian writer or scribe, as far as we know, ever made
a conscious effort to write a cultural or political history of
Sumer or any of its component states, let alone of the then
known world. To be sure, Sumerian men of letters originated
and developed a number of written literary genres—myths
and epic tales, hymns and lamentations, proverbs and es-
says—and several of these, the epics and lamentations in
particular, do utilize, at least to a very limited extent, what
might be termed historical data. But the thought of pre-
paring a connected history, prompted either by the love of
learning or even by what we would term purposes of propa-
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ganda, never seemed to occur to the Sumerian teachers and
writers. The documents that come closest to what might be
termed history are the votive inscriptions on statues, steles,
cones, cylinders, vases, and tablets. But the events recorded
on them are merely a by-product of the urge to find favor
with the gods. Moreover, these inscriptions usually record
single contemporaneous events, in very brief form. Never-
theless, there are several among them which do refer back
to earlier circumstances and events, and these reveal a sense
of historical detail which—for that early date, about 2400
B.C.—is without parallel in world literature.

All our earliest “historians,” as far as extant material goes,
lived in Lagash, a city in southern Sumer that played a
dominant political and military role for over a century, be-
ginning about 2500 B.C. It was the seat of an active dynasty
of rulers founded by Ur-Nanshe. The dynasty included Ur-
Nanshe’s conquering grandson, Eannatum, who succeeded
for a brief period in making himself ruler of practically all
Sumer; Eannatum’s brother, Enannatum; and the latter’s
son, Entemena. It was not until the reign of Urukagina,
the eighth ruler following Ur-Nanshe, that Lagash’s star
finally set. Urukagina was defeated by Lugalzaggisi of
Umma, who was conquered in turn by the great Sargon
of Agade. It is the political history of this period, from the
days of Ur-Nanshe to those of Urukagina, that is known
to us from a varied group of contemporary records pre-
pared by anonymous “historians” who, presumably as pal-
ace and temple archivists, had access to firsthand informa-
tion on the events they described.

One of these documents is outstanding for its fullness of
detail and clarity of meaning. It was prepared by one of
the archivists of Entemena, the fifth in the line of Lagash
rulers, starting with Ur-Nanshe. Its primary purpose was to
record the restoration of the boundary ditch between, La-
gash and Umma, which had been destroyed in a struggle
between the two cities. In order to set the event in its proper
historical perspective, the archivist deemed it advisable to
describe its political background. He recounted, ever so
briefly to be sure, some of the important details in the strug-
gle for power between Lagash and Umma from as far back
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as his written records reached—that is, from the days of
Mesilim, the suzerain of Sumer about 2600 B.c. In do-
ing so, however, he did not use the straight factual
form of narrative writing expected of the historian. Instead
he strove to fit the historical events into the accepted frame-
work of his theocratic world view, thus developing a rather
unique literary style, which constantly interweaves the
deeds of men and gods and often fails to distinguish
between them. As a consequence, the actual historical in-
cidents are not readily apparent from the text of the docu-
ment, but must be painstakingly extracted and discrimi-
nately filled in with the help of relevant data obtained from
other Sumerological sources. Cleared of its theological cloak
and polytheistic phraseology, the document records the
following series of political events in the history of Sumer
(they can be verified in large part from other extant
sources) :

In the days when Mesilim was king of Kish, and at least
the nominal suzerain of Sumer, there arose a border dis-
pute between Lagash and Umma, two Sumerian city-states
which evidently acknowledged Mesilim as their overlord.
He proceeded to arbitrate the controversy by measuring off
a boundary line between the two cities in accordance with
what was given out to be an oracle of Sataran, a deity in
charge of settling complaints, and he erected an inscribed
stele to mark the spot and prevent future disputes.

However, the decision, which was presumably accepted
by both parties, seemed to favor Lagash rather than Umma.
Not long afterward Ush, an ishakku of Umma, violated the
terms of the decision (the time is not stated, but there are
indications that this violation took place not long before Ur-
Nanshe founded his dynasty at Lagash). Ush ripped out
Mesilim’s stele to indicate that he was not bound by its
terms, and then crossed the border and seized the north-
ernmost territory belonging to Lagash, known as the Gue-
dinna.

This land remained in the hands of the Ummaites until
the days of Eannatum, the grandson of Ur-Nanshe, a mili-
tary leader whose conquests had made him so powerful
that he dared assume, at least for a brief period, the title
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“King of Kish,” and thus claim the overlordship of all Su-
mer. It was this Eannatum, according to our document,
who attacked and defeated the Ummaites; made a new
border treaty with Enakalli, then the ishakku of Umma;
dug a ditch in line with the new boundary which would
help insure the fertility of the Guedinna; erected there for
purposes of future record the old Mesilim stele, as well as
several steles of his own; and constructed a number of build-
ings and shrines to several of the important Sumerian deities.
To help minimize the possible source of future conflict be-
tween Umma and Lagash, he set aside a strip of fallow
land on the Umma side of the boundary ditch, as a kind
of “no-man’s land.” Finally, Eannatum, probably in an ef-
fort to alleviate the feelings of the Ummaites to some extent,
since he was eager to expand his conquests in other direc-
tions, agreed to let them farm the fields lying in the Gue-
dinna and even further south. But he granted this only un-
der the condition that the Ummaites pay the Lagash rulers
a share of the crops for the use of the land, thus assuring
himself and his successors of a considerable revenue.

Thus far, Entemena’s archivist dealt only with past
events in the conflict between Umma and Lagash. He next
turned to the most recent struggle between the cities, of
which he was in all probability a contemporary witness—
the battle between Ur-Lumma, the son of the unfortunate
Enakalli, who had been compelled to agree to Eannatum’s
“shameful” terms, and Entemena, the son of Enannatum
and nephew of Eannatum.

Despite Eannatum’s mighty victory, it took the Um-
maites less than a generation to recover their confi-
dence, if not their former strength. Ur-Lumma repudiated
the bitterly rankling agreement with Lagash, and refused
to pay Enannatum the revenue imposed upon Umma.
Moreover, he proceeded to “dry up” the boundary ditches;
ripped out and put to fire both Mesilim’s and Eannatum’s
steles with their irritating inscriptions; and destroyed the
buildings and shrines which Eannatum had constructed
along the boundary ditch to warn the Ummaites that they
must not trespass on Lagash territory. He was now set to
cross the border and enter the Guedinna. To assure him-
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self of victory, he sought and obtained the military aid of
the foreign ruler to the north of Sumer.

The two forces met in the Gana-ugigga of the Guedinna,
not far south of the border. The Ummaites and their allies
were under the command of Ur-Lumma himself, while the
Lagashites were led by Entemena, since his father, Enan-
natum, must have been an old man at the time. The La-
gashites were victorious. Ur-Lumma fled, hotly pursued by
Entemena, and many of his troops were waylaid and killed.

But Entemena’s victory proved to be ephemeral. Upon
Ur-Lumma’s defeat and probable death, a new enemy ap-
peared on the scene. This new enemy, whose name was Il,
was the temple-head of a city named Zabalam, situated not
far from Umma to the north. Il had evidently been shrewd
enough to “wait it out” while Entemena and Ur-Lumma
were struggling for a decision. But as soon as the battle
was over, he attacked the victorious Entemena, met with
initial success, and penetrated deep into Lagash territory.
Although he was unable to hold on to his gains south of
the Umma-Lagash border, he did succeed in making him-
self ishakku of Umma.

11 proceeded to show his contempt for the Lagash claims
in almost the same manner as his predecessor. He deprived
the boundary ditches of the water so essential to the irri-
gation of the nearby fields and farms, and refused to pay
all but a fraction of the revenue imposed upon Umma by
the old Eannatum treaty. And when Entemena sent envoys
demanding an explanation for his unfriendly acts, Il an-
swered by arrogantly claiming the entire Guedinna as his
territory and domain.

The issue between Il and Entemena, however, was not
decided by war. Instead, a compromise seems to have been
forced upon them by a third party, probably the northern
non-Sumerian ruler who claimed overlordship over Sumer
as a whole. By and large, the decision seemed to favor
Lagash, since the old Mesilim-Eannatum line was retained
as the fixed boundary between Umma and Lagash. On the
other hand, nothing is said of compensation by the Um-
maites for the revenue which they had withheld. Nor do
they seem to have been held responsible any longer for
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ensuring the water supply of the Guedinna. It was now up
to the Lagashites themselves to see to the water supply.

The historical events marking the struggle for power be-
tween Lagash and Umma are by no means self-evident
from a first study of the text of our document. Much of
the history is derived from reading between the lines. The
following literal translation of the inscription as a whole will
help to show how this was done, and at the same time
give the reader some idea of the unusual historiographic
style developed by the Sumerian men of letters:

Enlil (leading deity of the Sumerian pantheon), the king
of all the lands, the father of all the gods, marked off the
boundary for Ningirsu (the patron deity of Lagash), and
Shara (the patron deity of Umma) by his steadfast word,
(and) Mesilim, the king of Kish, measured it off in accord-
ance with the word of Sataran, (and) erected a stele there.
(But) Ush, the ishakku of Umma, violated (both) the de-
cree (of the gods) and the word (given by man to man),
ripped out its (the boundary’s) stele, and entered the plain
of Lagash.

(Then) did Ningirsu, Enlil’'s foremost warrior, do battle
with (the men of) Umma in accordance with his (Enlil's)
straightforward word; by the word of Enlil he hurled the
great net upon them, and heaped up their skeleton (P) piles
in the plain in their (various) places. (As a result) Ean-
natum, the ishakku of Lagash, the uncle of Entemena, the
ishakku of Lagash, marked off the boundary with Enakalli,
the ishakku of Umma; led out its (the boundary’s) diich
from the Idnun (canal) to the Guedinna; inscribed (sev-
eral) steles along that ditch; restored Mesilim’s stele to its
(former) place; (but) did not enter the plain of Umma.
He (then) built there the Imdubba of Ningirsu, the Nam-
nunda-kigarra, (as well as) the shrine of Enlil, the shrine
of Ninhursag (the Sumerian “mother” goddess), the shrine
of Ningirsu, (and) the shrine of Utu (the sun-god).

(Moreover, following the boundary settlement) the Um-
maites could eat the barley of (the goddess) Nanshe (an-
other patron deity of Lagash) (and) the barley of Ningirsu
to the amount of one karu (for each Ummaite, and only)
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for interest; (also) he (Eannatum) levied a tax on them,
(and thus) brought in for himself (as revenue) 144,000
“large” karu.

Because this barley remained unpaid—(besides,) Ur-
Lumma, the ishakku of Umma, deprived the boundary ditch
of Ningirsu (and) the boundary ditch of Nanshe of water;
ripped out its (the boundary ditch’s) steles (and) put them
to fire; destroyed the dedicated (?) shrines of the gods
which had been built in the Namnunda-kigarra; obtained
(the help of) the foreign lands; and (finally) crossed the
boundary ditch of Ningirsu—Enannatum fought with him
in the Gana-ugigga (where are) the fields and farms of
Ningirsu, (and) Entemena, Enannatum’s beloved son, de-
feated him. Ur-Lumma (then) fled, (while) he (Ente-
mena) slew (the Ummaite forces) up into Umma (itself);
(moreover) his (Ur-Lumma’s) elite force (consisting of)
60 soldiers he wiped out (?) on the bank of the Lumma-
girnunta canal. (As for) its (Umma’s fighting) men, he
(Entemena) left their bodies in the plain (for the birds and
beasts to devour) and (then) heaped up their skeleton (?)
piles in five (separate) places.

At that time (however) Il, the temple-head of Zabalam,
ravaged (P) (the land) from Girsu to Umma. Il took to
himself the ishakku-ship of Umma; deprived of water the
boundary ditch of Ningirsu, the boundary ditch of Nanshe,
the Imdubba of Ningirsu, that tract (of arable land) of
the Girsu tracts which lies toward the Tigris, (and) the
Namnunda-kigarra of Ninhursag; (and) paid (no more
than) 3600 karu of the barley (due) Lagash. (And) when
Entemena, the ishakku of Lagash, repeatedly sent (his)
men to Il because of that (boundary) ditch, 11, the ishakku
of Umma, the plunderer of fields and farms, the speaker
of evil, said: “The boundary ditch of Ningirsu, (and) the
boundary ditch of Nanshe are mine”; (indeed) he (even)
said: “I shall exercise control from the Antasurra to the
Dimgal-abzu temple.” (However) Enlil and Ninhursag did
not grant this to him.

Entemena, the ishakku of Lagash, whose name was pro-
nounced by Ningirsu, made this (boundary) ditch from the
Tigris to the Idnun in accordance with the straightforward
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word of Enlil, in accordance with the straightforward word
of Ningirsu, (and) in accordance with the straightforward
word of Nanshe, (and) restored it for his beloved king
Ningirsu and for his beloved queen Nanshe (after) he had
constructed of bricks the foundation of the Namnunda-
kigarra. May Shulutula, the (personal) god of Entemena,
the ishakku of Lagash, whom Enlil gave the scepter, whom
Enki (the Sumerian god of wisdom) gave wisdom, whom
Nanshe fixed upon (in her) heart, the great ishakku of
Ningirsu, the man who had received the words of the gods,
step forward (in prayer) for the life of Entemena before
Ningirsu and Nanshe unto distant days.

The Ummaite who (at any future time) will cross the
boundary ditch of Ningirsu (and) the boundary ditch of
Nanshe in order to take to himself fields and farms by force,
whether he be (really) an Ummaite or a foreigner—may
Enlil destroy him; may Ningirsu, after hurling his great net
on him, bring down on him his lofty hand (and) his lofty
foot; may the people of his city, having risen in rebellion,
strike him down in the midst of his city.

The text of this unique historical inscription has been
found inscribed in practically identical language on two
clay cylinders. One of these cylinders was found near La-
gash in 1895, and was copied and translated by the late
Francois Thureau-Dangin, a towering figure in cuneiform
studies for almost half a century. The second cylinder is
in the Yale Babylonian Collection. It was obtained from an
antique dealer. Its text was published in 1920 by Nies and
Keiser in their Historical, Religious, and Economic Texts.
In 1926 a brilliant paper on the document, with a detailed
study of its style and contents, was published by the emi-
nent Sumerologist Arno Poebel. It is primarily on this work
that my translation and analysis are based.

Fortunately for us, the ancient Sumerian “historians”
wrote, in their votive inscriptions, not only of battles and
wars but also of significant social and economic events.
Chapter 7 tells about one of the most precious documents
in the history of politi¢al evolution—a contemporary ac-
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count of a social reform, including a rather enviable tax-
reduction program that took place about thirty years after
the death of Entemena of Lagash. This document uses the
word “freedom” (amargi) for the first time in all history.



7 Social Reform
THE FIRST CASE OF
TAX REDUCTION

ey

The first recorded social reform took place in the Sumerian
city-state of Lagash in the twenty-fourth century B.c. It was
directed against the abuses of “former days” practiced by
an obnoxious and ubiquitous bureaucracy, such as the levy-
ing of high and multifarious taxes and the appropriation
of property belonging to the temple. In fact, the Lagashites
felt so victimized and oppressed that they threw off the old
Ur-Nanshe dynasty and selected a ruler from another fam-
ily altogether. It was this new ishakku, Urukagina by name,
who restored law and order in the city and “established
the freedom” of its citizens. All this is told in a document
composed and written by the Urukagina archivists to com-
memorate the dedication of a new canal. To better under-
stand and appreciate the contents of this unique inscription,
here is a background sketch of some of the more significant
social, economic, and political practices in a Sumerian city-
state.

The state of Lagash, in the early third millennium B.c.,
consisted of a small group of prosperous towns, each cluster-
ing about a temple. Nominally the city of Lagash, like the
other Sumerian city-states, was under the overlordship of
the king of the entire land of Sumer. Actually its secular
ruler was the ishakku, who ruled the city as the representa-
tive of the tutelary deity to whom, in accordance with the
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Sumerian world view, the city had been allotted after the
creation. Just how the earlier ishakku’s came to power is
uncertain; it may well be that they were selected by the
freemen of the city, among whom the temple administrators
(sanga’s) played a leading political role. In any case, the
office became hereditary in time. The more ambitious and
successful of the ishakku’s naturally tended to augment
their power and wealth at the expense of the temple, and
this led at times to a struggle for power between temple and
palace.

By and large, the inhabitants of Lagash were farmers
and cattle breeders, boatmen and fishermen, merchants and
craftsmen. Its economy was mixed—partly socialistic and
state-controlled, and partly capitalistic and free. In theory,
the soil belonged to the city god, and therefore, presumably,
to his temple, which held it in trust for all the citizens. In
actual practice, while the temple corporation owned a good
deal of land, which it rented out to some of the people
as sharecroppers, much of the soil was the private property
of the individual citizen. Even the poor owned farms and
gardens, houses and cattle. Moreover, because of Lagash’s’
hot, rainless climate, the supervision of the irrigation proj-
ects and waterworks, which were essential to the life and
welfare of the entire community, necessarily had to be com-
munally administered. But in many other respects the econ-
omy was relatively free and unhampered. Riches and pov-
erty, success and failure, were, at least to some extent, the
result of private enterprise and individual drive. The more
industrious of the artisans and craftsmen sold their hand-
made products in the free town market. Traveling mer-
chants carried on a thriving trade with the surrounding
states by land and sea, and it is not unlikely that some of
these merchants were private individuals rather than temple
representatives. The citizens of Lagash were conscious of
their civil rights and wary of any government action tend-
ing to abridge their economic and personal freedom, which
they cherished as a heritage essential to their way of life.
It was this “freedom” that the Lagash citizens had lost, ac-
cording to our ancient reform document, in the days before
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Urukagina’s reign. It was restored by Urukagina when he
came to power.

Of the events that led to the lawless and oppressive state
of affairs, there is not a hint in the document. But we may
surmise that it was the direct result of the political and
economic forces unloosed by the drive for power that char-
acterized the ruling dynasty founded by Ur-Nanshe about
2500 B.C. Inflated with grandiose ambitions for themselves
and their state, some of these rulers resorted to “imperial-
istic” wars and bloody conquests. In a few cases they met
with considerable success, and for a brief period one of
them actually extended the sway of Lagash over Sumer as
a whole, and even over several of the neighboring states.
The earlier victories proved ephemeral, however, and in less
than a century Lagash was reduced to its earlier boundaries
and former status. By the time Urukagina came to power,
Lagash had been so weakened that it was a ready prey for
its unrelenting enemy to the north, the city-state of Umma.

It was during these cruel wars and their tragic aftermath
that the citizens of Lagash found themselves deprived of
their political and economic freedom. In order to raise ar-
mies and supply them with arms and equipment, the rulers
found it necessary to infringe on the personal rights of the
individual citizen, to tax his wealth and property to the
limit, and to appropriate property belonging to the temple.
Under the impact of war, these rulers met with little op-
position. Once domestic controls were in the hands of the
palace coterie, its members were most unwilling to relin-
quish them, even in peacetime, for the controls proved
highly profitable. Indeed, our ancient bureaucrats devised
a variety of sources of revenue and income, taxes and im-
posts, that might well be the envy of their modern counter-
parts.

But let the historian who lived in Lagash almost 4,500
years ago, and was therefore a contemporary of the events
he reports, tell it more or less in his own words: The in-
spector of the boatmen seized the boats. The cattle inspec-
tor seized the large cattle, seized the small cattle. The fish-
eries inspector seized the fisheries. When a citizen of Lagash
brought a wool-bearing sheep to the palace for shearing,
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he had to pay five shekels if the wool was white. If a man
divorced his wife, the ishakku got five shekels, and his vizier
got one shekel. If a perfumer made an oil preparation, the
ishakku got five shekels, the vizier got one shekel, and the
palace steward got another shekel. As for the temple and
its property, the ishakku took it over as his own. To quote
our ancient narrator literally: “The oxen of the gods plowed
the ishakku’s onion patches; the onion and cucumber
patches of the ishakku were located in the god’s best fields.”
In addition, the more important temple officials, particu-
larly the sanga’s, were deprived of many of their donkeys
and oxen and of much of their grain.

Even death brought no relief from levies and taxes. When
a dead man was brought to the cemetery for burial, a num-
ber of officials and parasites made it their business to be
on hand to relieve the bereaved family of quantities of bar-
ley, bread, and beer, and various furnishings. From one end
of the state to the other, our historian observes bitterly,
“There were the tax collectors.” No wonder the palace
waxed fat and prosperous. Its lands and properties formed
one vast, continuous, and unbroken estate. In the words of
the Sumerian historian, “The houses of the ishakku and the
fields of the ishakku, the houses of the palace harem and
the fields of the palace harem, the houses of the palace
nursery and the fields of the palace nursery crowded each
other side to side.”

At this low point in the political and social affairs of La-
gash, our Sumerian historian tells us, a new and god-fearing
ruler came to the fore, Urukagina by name, who restored
justice and freedom to the long-suffering citizens. He re-
moved the inspector of the boatmen from the boats. He
removed the cattle inspector from the cattle, large and
small. He removed the fisheries inspector from the fisheries.
He removed the collector of the silver which had to be paid
for the shearing of the white sheep. When a man divorced
his wife, neither the ishakku nor his vizier got anything.
When a perfumer made an oil preparation, neither the
ishakku, nor the vizier, nor the palace steward got anything.
When a dead man was brought to the cemetery for burial,
the officials received considerably less of the dead man’s
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goods than formerly, in some cases a good deal less than
half. Temple property was now highly respected. From one
end of the land to the other, our on-the-scene historian ob-
serves, “There was no tax collector.” He, Urukagina, “es-
tablished the freedom” of the citizens of Lagash.

But removing the ubiquitous revenue collectors and the
parasitic officials was not Urukagina’s only achievement. He
also put a stop to the injustice and exploitation suffered by
the poor at the hands of the rich. For example, “The house
of a lowly man was next to the house of a ‘big man,” and
the ‘big man’ said to him, ‘I want to buy it from you.’ If,
when he (the ‘big man’) was about to buy it from him,
the lowly man said, ‘pay me as much as I think fair, and
then he (the ‘big man’) did not buy it, that ‘big man’ must
not ‘take it out’ on the lowly man.”

Urukagina also cleared the city of usurers, thieves, and
murderers. If, for instance, “a poor man’s son laid out a
fishing pond, no one would now steal its fish.” No wealthy
official dared trespass on the garden of a “poor man’s
mother,” pluck the trees, and carry off their fruit, as had
been their wont. Urukagina made a special covenant with
Ningirsu, the god of Lagash, that he would not permit wid-
ows and orphans to be victimized by the “men of power.”

How helpful and effective were these reforms in the
struggle for power between Lagash and Umma? Unfortu-
nately, they failed to bring about the expected strength and
victory. Urukagina and his reforms were soon “gone with
the wind.” Like many another reformer, he seemed to have
come “too late” with “too little.” His reign lasted less than
ten years, and he and his city were soon overthrown by
Lugalzaggisi, the ambitious ruler of nearby Umma, who
succeeded in making himself the king of Sumer and the
surrounding lands, at least for a very brief period.

The Urukagina reforms and their social implications
made a profound impression on our ancient “historians.”
The text of the documents has been found inscribed in four
more or less varying versions on three clay cones and an
oval-shaped plaque. All of them were excavated by the
French at Lagash in 1878. They were copied and first trans-
lated by Francois Thureau-Dangin, the same painstaking
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cuneiformist who treated the historical document described
in Chapter 6. However, the interpretation of the Urukagina
reforms in the present volume is based on a still unpublished
translation of the document prepared by Arno Poebel, the
leading Sumerologist of our time.

Freedom under law, it should now be evident, was a
way of life not unknown to the Sumerians of the third mil-
lennium B.c. Whether laws had already been written down
and promulgated in the form of codes in Urukagina’s day
is still uncertain; at least no law codes from that period
have as yet been recovered. But that proves little. For a
long time the oldest law code known was one dating back
to about 1750 B.c., but only recently three earlier codes
have come to light. The oldest of these is the code of the
Sumerian ruler Ur-Nammu; it dates from the end of the
third millennium B.c. It was excavated in 188g9-1g0o, but
it was not until 1952 that it was identified and translated,
and even then more or less by accident. For Ur-Nammu’s
law code, see Chapter 8.
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THE FIRST ‘‘MOSES’”’

€y

The most ancient law code brought to light up till 1947
was that promulgated by Hammurabi, the far-famed Se-
mitic king who began his rule about 1750 B.c. Written in
the cuneiform script and in the Semitic language known
as Babylonian, it contains close to three hundred laws sand-
wiched in between a boastful prologue and a curse-laden
epilogue. The diorite stele on which the code is inscribed
now stands solemn and impressive in the Louvre. From the
point of view of fullness of legal detail and state of preserva-
tion, it is the most imposing ancient law document as yet
uncovered—but not from the point of view of age and an-
tiquity. In 1947 there came to light a law code promulgated
by King Lipit-Ishtar, who preceded Hammurabi by more
than one hundred and fifty years.

The Lipit-Ishtar code, as it is now generally called, is
inscribed not on a stele but on a sun-baked clay tablet. It
is written in the cuneiform script, but in the non-Semitic
Sumerian language. The tablet was excavated shortly be-
fore the turn of the century, but for various reasons had re-
mained unidentified and unpublished. As reconstructed and
translated with my help by Francis Steele, formerly assist-
ant curator in the University Museum, it is seen to contain
a prologue, epilogue, and an unknown number of laws, of
which thirty-seven are preserved wholly or in part.

But Lipit-Ishtar’s claim to fame as the world’s first law-
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giver was short-lived. In 1948, Taha Baqir, the curator of
the Iraq Museum in Baghdad, was digging in an obscure
mound called Harmal, and he announced the discovery of
two tablets inscribed with an older law code. Like the Ham-
murabi code, these tablets were written in the Semitic
Babylonian language. They were studied and copied that
very year by the well-known Yale cuneiformist Albrecht
Goetze. In the brief prologue that precedes the laws (there
is no epilogue), a king by the name of Bilalama is men-
tioned. He may have lived some seventy years before Lipit-
Ishtar. It is this Semitic Bilalama code, therefore, which
seemed to be entitled to priority honors until 1952, when
I was privileged to copy and translate a tablet inscribed
with part of a law code promulgated by a Sumerian king
named Ur-Nammu. This ruler, who founded the now well-
known Third Dynasty of Ur, began his reign, even accord-
ing to lowest chronological estimates, about 2050 B.c., some
three hundred years before the Babylonian King Hammu-
rabi. The Ur-Nammu tablet is one of the hundreds of Su-
merian literary tablets in the collection of the Museum
of the Ancient Orient in Istanbul, where I spent the year .
1951-52 as Fulbright Research Professor.

In all probability I would have missed the Ur-Nammu
tablet altogether had it not been for an opportune letter
from F. R. Kraus, now Professor of Cuneiform Studies at
the University of Leiden in Holland. I had met Kraus a
number of years before, during my earlier Sumerological
researches in the Istanbul Museum of the Ancient Orient,
where he was curator. Hearing that I was once again in
Istanbul, he wrote me a letter of reminiscences and shop
talk. His letter said that some years ago, in the course of
his duties as curator in the Istanbul Museum, he had come
upon two fragments of a tablet inscribed with Sumerian
laws, had made a “join” of the two pieces, and had cata-
logued the resulting tablet as No. 3191 of the Nippur col-
lection of the Museum. I might be interested in its contents,
he added, and perhaps would want to copy it.

Since Sumerian law tablets are extremely rare, I had No.
3191 brought to my working table at once. There it lay,
a sun-baked tablet, light brown in color, 20 by 10 centi-
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meters in size. More than half of the writing was destroyed,
and what was preserved seemed at first hopelessly unin-
telligible. But after several days of concentrated study, its
contents began to become clear and take shape, and I re-
alized with no little excitement that what I held in my hand
was a copy of the oldest law code as yet known to man.

The tablet was divided by the ancient scribe into eight
columns, four on the obverse and four on the reverse. Each
of the columns contains about forty-five small ruled spaces,
less than half of which are legible. The obverse contains a
long prologue which is only partially intelligible, because of
the numerous breaks in the text. Briefly, it runs as follows:

After the world had been created, and after the fate of
the land Sumer and of the city Ur (the Biblical Ur of the
Chaldees) had been decided, An and Enlil, the two lead-
ing deities of the Sumerian pantheon, appointed the moon-
god Nanna as the King of Ur. One day, Ur-Nammu was
selected by the god to rule over Sumer and Ur as his earthly
representative. The new king’s first acts had to do with the
political and military safety of Ur and Sumer. In particular
he found it necessary to do battle with the bordering city-
state of Lagash, which was expanding at Ur’s expense. He
defeated and put to death its ruler, Namhani, and then,
“with the power of Nanna, the king of the city,” he re-
established Ur’s former boundaries.

Now came the time to turn to internal affairs, and to
institute social and moral reforms. He removed the “chis-
elers” and the grafters, or, as the code itself describes them,
the “grabbers” of the citizens’ oxen, sheep, and donkeys.
He then established and regulated honest and unchange-
able weights and measures. He saw to it that “the orphan
did not fall a prey to the wealthy”; “the widow did not
fall a prey to the powerful”; “the man of one shekel did
not fall a prey to the man of one mina (sixty shekels).”
Although the relevant passage is destroyed on the tablet,
it was no doubt to ensure justice in the land and to promote
the welfare of its citizens that he promulgated the laws
which followed.

The laws themselves probably began on the reverse of
the tablet. They are so badly damaged that the contents
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of only five of them can be restored with some degree of
certainty. One of them seems to involve a trial by water
ordeal; another seems to treat of the return of a slave to
his master. But it is the other three laws, fragmentary and
difficult as their contents are, that are of very special im-
portance for the history of man’s social and spiritual growth.
For they show that, even before 2000 B.c., the law of “eye
for eye” and “tooth for tooth”—still prevalent to a large ex-
tent in the Biblical laws of a much later day—had already
given way to the far more humane approach in which a
money fine was substituted as a punishment. Because of
their historical significance, these three laws are here quoted
in the original Sumerian, as transcribed into our alphabet,
together with their literal translation:

tukum-bi If

(lu-lu-ra (a man to a man

gish- . . . -ta) with a . . . -instrument)
.. -a-ni hisSHie &

gir in-kud the foot has cut off,

10-gin-ku-babbar 10 silver shekels

i-la-e he shall pay.

tukum-bi If

u-lu-ra a man to a man

gish-tukul-ta with a weapon

gir-pad-du his bones

al-mu-ra-ni of haeske

in-zi-ir severed,

1-ma-na-ku-babbar 1 silver mina

i-la-e he shall pay.

tukum-bi If

lu-lu-ra a man to a man

geshpu-ta with a geshpu-instrument

ka- . . . in-kud the nose (?) has cut off,

24-ma-na-ku-babbar %5 of a silver mina

i-la-e he shall pay.

How long will Ur-Nammu retain his place as the world’s
first lawgiver? Perhaps not for long. There are indications
that there were lawgivers in Sumer long before Ur-Nammu



THE FIRST “MOSES” 55

was born. Sooner or later, a lucky “digger” will come up
with a copy of a law code preceding that of Ur-Nammu
by a century or more.

Law and justice were key concepts in ancient Sumer, in
both theory and practice, and Sumerian social and eco-
nomic life was permeated by them. In the past century,
archaeologists have uncovered thousands of clay tablets in-
scribed with all sorts of Sumerian legal documents—con-
tracts, deeds, wills, promissory notes, receipts, and court
decisions. In ancient Sumer the advanced student devoted
much of his schooltime to the field of law, and he constantly
practiced the writing of the highly specialized legal termi-
nology, as well as of law codes and those court decisions
which had taken on the force of legal precedents. The full
text of one such court decision became available in 1950.
This document, which records what might be termed “the
case of the silent wife,” is discussed in Chapter g.
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THE FIRST LEGAL PRECEDENT
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A murder was committed in the land of Sumer in 1850 B.C.
or thereabouts. Three men—a barber, a gardener, and one
whose occupation is not known—killed a temple official by
the name of Lu-Inanna. The murderers, for some unstated
reason, then informed the victim’s wife, Nin-dada, that her
husband had been killed. Strangely enough, she kept their
secret and did not notify the authorities. ,

But the arm of the law was long and sure, even in those
days, at least in the highly civilized state of Sumer. The
crime was brought to the attention of King Ur-Ninurta, in
his capital city Isin, and he turned the case over for trial
to the Citizens Assembly at Nippur, which acted as a court
of justice.

In this assembly, nine men arose to prosecute the ac-
cused. They argued that not only the three actual murder-
ers, but the wife as well, should be executed, presumably
because she had remained silent after learning of the crime
and could thus be considered an accessory after the fact.

Two men in the assembly then spoke up in defense of
the woman. They pleaded that the woman had taken no
part in the murder of her husband, and that she should
therefore go unpunished.

The members of the assembly agreed with the defense.
They argued that the woman was not unjustified in remain-
ing silent, since it seemed that her husband had failed to
support her. Their verdict concluded with the statement
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that “the punishment of those who actually killed should
suffice.” Accordingly, only the three men were condemned,
by the Nippur assembly, to be executed.

The record of this murder trial was found inscribed in
the Sumerian language on a clay tablet that was dug up
in 1950 by a joint expedition of the Oriental Institute of
the University of Chicago and the University Museum of
the University of Pennsylvania. Thorkild Jacobsen and I
studied and translated it. The translation of some of the
Sumerian words and phrases on the tablet is still in doubt,
but the essential meaning is reasonably assured. One cor-
ner of the newly found tablet is destroyed, but it was pos-
sible to fill in the missing lines from a small fragment of
another copy of the same record dug up at Nippur by the
earlier expedition of the University Museum. The fact that
two copies of the same record have been found shows that
the decision of the Nippur Assembly in the case of the “si-
lent wife” was celebrated throughout the legal circles of
Sumer as a memorable precedent, not unlike a decision of
our own Supreme Court.

Nanna-sig, the son of Lu-Sin, Ku-Enlil, the son of Ku-
Nanna, the barber, and Enlil-ennam, the slave of Adda-
kalla, the gardener, killed Lu-Inanna, the son of Lugal-
apindu, the nishakku-official.

After Lu-Inanna, the son of Lugal-apindu, had been put
to death, they told Nin-dada, the daughter of Lu-Ninurta,
the wife of Lu-Inanna, that her husband Lu-Inanna had
been killed.

Nin-dada, the daughter of Lu-Ninurta, opened not her
mouth, (her) lips remained sealed.

Their case was (then) brought to (the city) Isin before
the king, (and) the King Ur-Ninurta ordered their case to
be taken up in the Assembly of Nippur.

(There) Ur-gula, son of Lugal- . . , Dudu, the bird-
hunter, Ali-ellati, the dependent, Buzu, the son of Lu-Sin,
Eluti, the son of . . -Ea, Shesh-Kalla, the porter (?), Lugal-
Kan, the gardener, Lugal-azida, the son of Sin-andul, (and)
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Shesh-kalla, the son of Shara- . . , faced (the Assembly)
and said:

“They who have killed a man are not (worthy) of life.
Those three males and that woman should be killed in
front of the chair of Lu-Inanna, the son of Lugal-apindu,
the nishakku-official.”

(Then) Shu . . -lilum, the . . -official of Ninurta, (and)
Ubar-Sin, the gardener, faced (the Assembly) and said:

“Granted that the husband of Nin-dada, the daughter
of Lu-Ninurta, had been killed, (but) what had (P) the
woman done (P) that she should be killedr”

(Then) the (members of the) Assembly of Nippur faced
(them) and said:

“A woman whose husband did not support (P) her—
granted that she knew her husband’s enemies, and that
(after) her husband had been killed she heard that her
husband had been killed—why should she not remain si-
lent (P) about (P) him? Is it she (P) who killed her
husband? The punishment of those (?) who (actually)
killed should suffice.” '

In accordance with the decision (P) of the Assembly of
Nippur, Nanna-sig, the son of Lu-Sin, Ku-Enlil, the son of
Ku-Nanna, the barber, and Enlil-ennam, the slave of Adda-
kalla, the gardener, were handed over (to the executioner)
to be killed.

(This is) a case taken up by the Assembly of Nippur.

After the translation had been made, it seemed rele-
vant to compare the verdict with what the modern decision
might have been in a similar situation. We therefore sent
the translation to the late Owen J. Roberts, then dean of
the Law School, University of Pennsylvania (he had been
associate justice of the United States Supreme Court,
1930-45), and asked his opinion. His answer was of great
interest, for in this legal case modern judges would have
agreed with the Sumerian judges of long ago, and the ver-
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dict would have been the same. To quote Justice Roberts,
“The wife would not be guilty as an accessory after the
fact under our law. An accessory after the fact must not
only know that the felony was committed, but must also
receive, relieve, comfort, or assist the felon.”

But law is not the only field in which significant Sume-
rian documents have recently come to light. In 1954 a medi-
cal document, inscribed with man’s first pharmacopoeia,
was described in a preliminary report including a transla-
tion of the more intelligible part of the document. To be
sure, the physician was known in Sumer throughout the
third millennium B.c. A physician by the name of Lulu
practiced his profession in Ur, the Biblical Ur of the Chal-
dees, as early as 2700 B.c. or thereabouts. But all other
medical texts from Mesopotamia published before 19354
were from the first millennium B.c., and these are often full
of spells and incantations rather than real medical treat-
ment. The newly translated tablet, on the other hand, dates
back to the last quarter of the third millennium B.c., and
the prescriptions inscribed on it do not contain a trace of
magic and sorcery. This tablet, the oldest medical docu-
ment, is discussed in Chapter 10.
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THE FIRST PHARMACOPOEIA
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An anonymous Sumerian physician, who lived toward the
end of the third millennium B.c., decided to collect and
record, for his colleagues and students, his more valuable
medical prescriptions. He prepared a tablet of moist clay,
3% by 6% inches in size, sharpened a reed stylus to a
wedge-shaped end, and wrote down, in the cuneiform seript
of his day, more than a dozen of his favorite remedies. This
clay document, the oldest medical “handbook” known to
man, lay buried in the Nippur ruins for more than four
thousand years, until it was excavated by an American ex-
pedition and brought to the University Museum in Phila-
delphia.

I first learned of the existence of the tablet from a pub-
lication by my predecessor in the University Museum, Dr.
Leon Legrain, curator emeritus of the Babylonian Section.
In an article in the 1940 Bulletin of the University Museum,
under the title “Nippur Old Drugstore,” he made a valiant
attempt to translate part of its contents. But it was obvious
that this was not a task for the cuneiformist alone. The
phraseology of the inscription was highly technical and spe-
cialized, and the cooperation of a historian of science was
needed, particularly one trained in the field of chemistry.
After I had become curator of the tablet collections in the
University Museum, I often went longingly to the cupboard
where this “medical” tablet was kept and brought it to my
desk for study. More than once I was tempted to make an-
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other effort at translating its contents. Fortunately I did not
succumb. Again and again I returned it to its place and
awaited the opportune moment.

One Saturday morning in the spring of 1953, a young
man came into my office and introduced himself as Martin
Levey, a Philadelphia chemist. A doctorate in the history
of science had just been conferred on him, and he asked if
I knew of any tablets in the Museum’s collection that he
could help with from the point of view of the history of
science and technology. Here was my opportunity! Once
again I took the tablet from its cupboard, but this time it
did not go back until it was at least tentatively translated.
For several weeks Levey and I worked on its contents. I
restricted myself primarily to the reading of the Sumerian
signs and the analysis of the grammatical construction. It
was Martin Levey, with his understanding and knowledge
of the chemical and technological processes of the ancients,
who brought to life again the intelligible portions of man’s
first pharmacopoeia.

The Sumerian physician, we learn from this ancient docu-
ment, went, as does his modern counterpart, to botanical,
zoological, and mineralogical sources for his materia med-
ica. His favorite minerals were sodium chloride (salt) and
potassium nitrate (saltpeter). From the animal kingdom
he utilized milk, snake skin, and turtle shell. But most of
his medicinals came from the botanical world, from plants
such as cassia, myrtle, asafoetida, and thyme, and from
trees such as the willow, pear, fir, fig, and date. These sim-
ples were prepared from the seed, root, branch, bark, or
gum, and must have been stored, as today, in either solid
or powdered form.

The remedies prescribed by our physician were both
salves and filtrates to be applied externally, and liquids to
be taken internally. The usual instructions for compounding
salves were to pulverize one or more simples, to infuse the
powder with “kushumma” wine, and to spread both com-
mon tree oil and cedar oil over the mixture. For one pre-
scription in which pulverized river clay was one of the sim-
ples, the powder was to be kneaded in water and honey,
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and “sea” oil instead of tree oil was to be spread over the
mixture.

The filtrate prescriptions were more complicated and
were followed by directions for treatment. Three of the pre-
scriptions (the Sumerian text is reasonably certain) made
use of the process of decoction. In order to extract the
sought-for principles, the ingredients were boiled in water,
and alkali and salts were added, probably to obtain a greater
yield of total extract. To separate the organic materials, the
aqueous solution was no doubt subjected to filtration, al-
though this is not stated explicitly in any of the prescrip-
tions. The ailing organ was then treated with the filtrate,
either by sprinkling or washing. Following this, oil was
rubbed on it, and then one or more additional simples were
added.

As for those remedies which were to be taken internally,
beer was usually the vehicle chosen to make them palatable
to the patient. The several simples were ground to a pow-
der and dissolved in beer for the sick man to drink. In one
case, however, where milk as well as beer seems to have
been used for infusion, an unidentified “river” (?) oil was
the vehicle.

Even from this lone tablet—the only medical text as yet
recovered from the third millennium B.c.—it is clear that
Sumerian pharmacology had made considerable progress.
The tablet reveals, though indirectly, a broad acquaintance
with quite a number of rather elaborate chemical opera-
tions and procedures. For example, in several of the pre-
scriptions the instructions were to “purify” the simples be-
fore pulverization, a step which must have required several
chemical operations. For another example, the pulverized
alkali used as a simple in one of the prescriptions is proba-
bly the alkali ash produced by the pit-burning of one of a
number of plants of the Chenopodiaceae (most likely the
Salicornia fruticosa), which are rich in soda. Soda ash de-
rived in this manner was used in the seventh century B.c.,
and in the Middle Ages it was used for glassmaking. Chem-
ically speaking, it is of interest that the two prescriptions
on our tablet that called for alkali used it together with
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substances which contain a great deal of natural fat, thus
producing a soap for external application.

Another substance prescribed by our Sumerian doctor
which could have been obtained only with some chemical
knowledge is potassium nitrate, or saltpeter. To judge from
much later Assyrian times, it is not unlikely that the Su-
merians inspected the surface drains in which nitrogenous
waste products, such as urine, flowed, and removed for puri-
fication whatever crystalline formation was to be found. The
problem of separating the components, which no doubt in-
cluded sodium chloride and other salts of sodium and po-
tassium, as well as degradation products of nitrogenous
matter, was probably solved by the method of fractional
crystallization. In India and Egypt there is still current the
ancient procedure of mixing lime or old mortar with de-
composing nitrogenous organic matter to form calcium ni-
trate, which is then lixiviated and boiled with wood ash
containing potassium carbonate to yield niter on evapora-
tion of the filtrate.

In one respect our ancient text is most disappointing. It
fails to name the diseases for which the remedies were in-
tended, and we are unable to check their therapeutic value.
The remedies were probably of little value, since the Su-
merian physician seems to have made no use of experiment
and verification. The selection of many of the drugs no
doubt reflected the long-standing confidence of the ancients
in the odoriferous properties of plants. Some of the pre-
scriptions had their good points—for example, the making
of a detergent was of value. And such substances as salt
and saltpeter were effective, the former as an antiseptic and
the latter as an astringent.

These Sumerian prescriptions suffer from at least one
other obvious omission: they fail to specify the quantities
to be used in compounding the simples, as well as the dos-
age and frequency of application of the medicine. This may
have been the result of “professional jealousy,” and the Su-
merian physician may have purposely concealed the quan-
titative details in order to protect his secrets from nonmedi-
cal groups or perhaps even from his colleagues. More prob-
ably, the quantitative details just did not loom important
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to the Sumerian prescription-writer, since they could be fig-
ured out more or less empirically in the course of actual
preparation and use of the remedies.

It is interesting to note that the Sumerian physician who
wrote our tablet did not resort to magic spells and incanta-
tions. Not one god or demon is mentioned anywhere
throughout the text. This does not mean that the use of
charms and exorcisms to cure the sick was unknown in Su-
mer in the third millennium B.c. Quite the contrary is true,
as is obvious from the contents of some three-score small
tablets inscribed with incantations and so designated by the
authors of the inscriptions. Like the Babylonians of later
days, the Sumerians attributed numerous diseases to the un-
welcome presence of harmful demons in the sick man’s
body. Half a dozen such demons are actually named in a
Sumerian hymn dedicated to the patron deity of the art
of medicine, a goddess variously known as Bau, Ninisinna,
and Gula, and described as “the great physician of the
blackheaded people (the Sumerians).” However, the star-
tling fact remains that our clay document, the oldest “page”
of medical text as yet uncovered, is completely free from
mystical and irrational elements.

The discovery of a medical tablet written toward the
end of the third millennium B.c. was a surprise even to the
cuneiformist, since it is in the field of agriculture rather
than medicine that our first “handbook” might have been
expected. Agriculture was the mainstay of the Sumerian
economy, the primary source of its wealth and well-being.
Farming methods and techniques were already highly de-
veloped before the third millennium B.c. But the only farm-
ers’ “handbook” that has as yet come to light dates from
the early second millennium B.c. It is discussed in Chapter
14T
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THE FIRST
‘‘FARMER’S ALMANAC”’
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A small clay tablet discovered by an American expedition
in Iraq made possible the restoration of a document more
than 3,500 years old that is of prime importance in the his-
tory of agriculture and its techniques. The 1949-50 expe-
dition, sponsored jointly by the Oriental Institute of the
University of Chicago and the University Museum of the
University of Pennsylvania, excavated the 3- by 4%2-inch
inscription in the ancient Sumerian site Nippur. The tablet
was in poor condition on its arrival. But after it had been
baked, cleaned, and mended in the laboratory of the Uni-
versity Museum, practically its entire text became legible.
Before the discovery at Nippur, eight other clay tablets and
fragments inscribed with different parts of this agricultural
“primer” were already known, but it was impossible to make
a trustworthy restoration of the text as a whole until the
new Nippur piece, with thirty-five lines from the middle
of the composition, came to light.

The restored document, 10g lines in length, consists of
a series of instructions addressed by a farmer to his son
for the purpose of guiding him throughout his yearly agri-
cultural activities, beginning with the inundation of the
fields in May—June and ending with the cleaning and win-
nowing of the freshly harvested crops in the following
April-May. Before the Nippur discovery, two similar farm-
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er's “handbooks” were known from ancient days: Virgils
far-famed and highly poetic Georgics and Hesiod’s Work
and Days. The latter, which is by far the earlier of the
two, was probably written in the eighth century B.c. On
the other hand, the newly restored Sumerian clay docu-
ment was actually inscribed about 1700 B.c., and thus ante-
dates Hesiod’s work by approximately a millennium.

The Sumerian farm “handbook” begins with the line, “In
days of yore a farmer gave (these) instructions to his son.”
The directions that follow concern the more important
chores and labors that a farmer must perform to ensure a
successful crop. Since irrigation was essential for Sumer’s
parched soil, the instructions began with advice concerning
irrigation works: Care must be taken that their water does
not rise too high over the field; when the water subsides,
the wet ground must be carefully guarded against trampling
oxen and other prowlers; the field must then be cleared of
weeds and stubble and fenced about.

The farmer was next counseled to have his household
and hired help prepare in advance all the necessary tools,
implements, baskets, and containers. He must see to it that
he has an extra ox for the plow. Before beginning to plow,
he should have the ground broken up twice by the mattock
and once by the hoe. Where necessary the hammer must
be used to pulverize the clods. He was counseled to stand
over his laborers and see to it that they did not shirk their
work.

The work of plowing and sowing was carried on simul-
taneously by means of a seeder—that is, a plow with an at-
tachment that carried the seed from a container through a
narrow funnel down to the furrow. The farmer was in-
structed to plow eight furrows to each strip of approxi-
mately twenty feet. He was told to see to it that the seed
was placed at an even depth. In the words of the “hand-
book”: “Keep an eye on the man who puts in the barley
seed that he make the seed fall two fingers uniformly.” If
the seed failed to penetrate the earth properly, he must
change the share, “the tongue of the plow.” There were
several kinds of furrows, according to the writer of the
“handbook,” who advised in particular: “Where you have
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plowed straight furrows, plow (now) diagonal furrows;
where you have plowed diagonal furrows, plow (now)
straight furrows.” Following the sowing, the furrows had
to be cleared of clods, so that the sprouting of the barley
would not be impeded.

“On the day when the seed breaks through the ground,”
the Sumerian “handbook” continues, the farmer should say
a prayer to Ninkilim, the goddess of field mice and vermin,
lest these harm the growing grain; he should also scare
away the birds. When the barley had grown sufficiently to
fill the narrow bottoms of the furrows, he was to water it;
and when it was dense enough to cover the field like the
“mat in the middle of a boat,” he was to water it a second
time. A third time he was to water the “royal” grain. Should
he then notice a reddening of the wet grain, it was the dread
samana-disease that was endangering the crops. If the crop
showed improvement, he was to water it a fourth time, and
thus get an extra yield of 10 per cent.

When the time came for harvesting, the farmer was not
to wait until the barley bent under its own weight, but was
to cut it “in the day of its strength”; that is, just at the
right moment. Three men worked as a team on the stand-
ing grain—a reaper, a binder, and a third whose duties are
not clear.

The threshing which followed immediately upon the har-
vesting was done by means of a sledge drawn back and
forth over the heaped-up grain stalks for a period of five
days. The barley was then “opened” with an “opener,”
which was drawn by oxen. By this time, however, the
grain had become unclean through contact with the ground.
Therefore, following an appropriate prayer, the grain was
winnowed with pitchforks, laid on sticks, and thus freed of
dirt and dust.

The document closes with the statement that the agricul-
tural rules laid down were not the farmer’s own but those
of the god Ninurta, the son and “true farmer” of the leading
Sumerian deity, Enlil.

In order that the reader might taste the real flavor of
the first farmer’s handbook in man’s recorded history, here
is a literal translation of its first eighteen lines. The reader
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Fig. 2. Plowing Scene. Reconstruction of plowing
scene from a cylinder-seal impression on Nippur tab-
let in University Museum. Note seeder-plow.

is asked to bear in mind that the renderings are in some
cases tentative, since the text is full of obscure and per-
plexing technical terminology. The translation that follows
(it will no doubt be considerably improved over the years
as our knowledge of Sumerian language and culture grows)
has been worked out provisionally by Benno Landsberger
and Thorkild Jacobsen—cuneiformists of the Oriental Insti-
tute of the University of Chicago—and the present writer.

In days of yore a farmer gave (these) instructions to his
son: When you are about to cultivate your field, take care
to open the irrigation works (so that) their water does not
rise too high in it (the field). When you have emptied it
of water, watch the field’s wet ground that it stays even;
let no wandering ox trample it. Chase the prowlers and have
it treated as settled land. Clear it with ten narrow axes
(weighing no more than) % of a pound each. Its stubble
(P) should be torn up by hand and tied in bundles; its
narrow holes shall be gone over with a drag; and the four
sides of the field shall be fenced about. While the field is
burning (in the summer sun) let it be divided up into equal
parts. Let your tools hum with activity (P). The yoke-bar
should be made fast, your new whip should be fastened
with nails, and the handle to which your old whip was
fastened should be mended by the workers’ children.
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Not only cereal farms but also vegetable gardens and
fruit groves were sources of Sumer’s economic wealth. One
of the more significant horticultural techniques practiced
in Sumer from earliest days was shade-tree gardening—that
is, the planting of broad shade trees to protect the garden
plants from sun and wind. This we learn from a Sumerian
poem that is presented in Chapter 12.
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THE FIRST EXPERIMENT IN
SHADE-TREE GARDENING

€Oy

As annual professor of the American Schools of Oriental
Research and representative of the University Museum, I
traveled to Istanbul and Baghdad in 1946. In Istanbul I
stayed some four months and copied more than a hundred
tablets and fragments inscribed with Sumerian epics and
myths. The majority of the copied pieces consisted of small
and middle-sized fragments. But among them were a num-
ber of considerably longer tablets—for example, the twelve-
column tablet inscribed with the “war of nerves” (see
Chapter 4); the eight-column tablet inscribed with the dis-
putation between summer and winter (see Chapter 18);
and a six-column piece inscribed with a hitherto unknown
myth which I have titled “Inanna and Shukallituda: The
Gardener’s Mortal Sin.”

This last-mentioned document originally must have
measured 6 by 7% inches, but now measures only 4% by
7 inches. The first and last columns are almost entirely de-
stroyed, but the remaining four columns permit the restora-
tion of some two hundred lines of text, of which more than
half are complete. As the contents of the myth gradually
became intelligible, it was obvious that not only was its
plot unusual, but the poem was highly significant in two
other respects. In the first place, it features an incident in
which a deity, angered by the impious deed of a mortal,
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turns the water of an entire land into blood. The only paral-
lel to this “blood-plague” motif in the entire range of ancient
literature is the Biblical exodus story in which Jahweh turns
the water of all Egypt into blood when Pharaoh refuses to
send forth the enslaved Israelites to serve him. Secondly,
the author of our ancient myth seems to explain the origin
of shade-tree gardening, and thus reveals that the horticul-
tural technique of planting shade trees in a garden or grove
to protect the plants from wind and sun was known and
practiced thousands of years ago. The plot of this myth
runs as follows:

Once upon a time there lived a gardener by the name of
Shukallituda, whose diligent efforts at gardening had met
with nothing but failure. Although he had carefully watered
his furrows and garden patches, the plants had withered
away. The raging winds smote his face with the “dust of
the mountains.” All that he had carefully tended turned
desolate. He thereupon lifted his eyes east and west to the
starry heavens, studied the omens, observed and learned
the divine laws. Having acquired new wisdom, he planted
the (as yet unidentified) sarbatu tree in the garden, a tree
whose broad shade lasts from sunrise to sunset. As a conse-
quence of this horticultural experiment, Shukallituda’s gar-
den blossomed forth with all kinds of greens.

One day the goddess Inanna (the Sumerian counterpart
of the Greek Aphrodite and the Roman Venus), after hav-
ing traversed heaven and earth, lay down to rest her tired
body not far from the garden of Shukallituda. He spied on
her from the edge of his garden. Then he took advantage
of her extreme weariness and cohabited with her. When
morning came and the sun rose, Inanna looked about her
in consternation and determined to ferret out, at all costs,
the mortal who had so shamefully abused her. She there-
fore sent three plagues against Sumer: (1) She filled all the
wells of the land with blood, so that all the palm groves
and vineyards became saturated with blood. (2) She sent
destructive winds and storms against the land. (3) The na-
ture of the third plague is uncertain, since the relevant lines
are too fragmentary.

Despite the three plagues, Inanna was unable to locate
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her defiler. After each plague Shukallituda went to his fa-
ther’s house and informed him of his danger. The father
advised his son to direct his step to his brothers, the “black-
headed people” (the people of Sumer), and to stay close to
the urban centers. Shukallituda followed this advice, and
as a result Inanna did not find him. She realized bitterly
that she was unable to avenge the outrage committed
against her. She therefore decided to go to the city Eridu,
to the house of Enki, the Sumerian god of wisdom, to seek
his advice and help. Here the tablet breaks off, and the
end of the story remains unknown.

The following is a tentative translation of one of the rele-
vant and more intelligible portions of the poem:

Shukallituda, . . . .,

When pouring water over the furrows,

When digging wells by the patches, . . . .,
Stumbled over its roots, was cut up by them;
The raging winds with whatever they carried,
With the dust of the mountains, struck his face,
At his . . face and . . hands,

They blew it about, he knew not its . .

He (thereupon) lifted his eyes toward the lands below,
Looked up at the stars in the east,

Lifted his eyes toward the lands above,
Looked up at the stars in the west,

Gazed at the auspicious inscribed heaven,

From the inscribed heaven learned the omens,

Saw there how to carry out the divine laws,

Studied the decrees of the gods.

In the garden, in five to ten unapproachable places,

In those places he planted one tree as a protecting cover,

The tre€’s protecting cover—the sarbatu-tree of wide shade—

Its shade below, dawn,

Noon, and dusk, did not turn away.

One day my queen, after crossing heaven, crossing earth,
Inanna, after crossing heaven, crossing earth,

After crossing Elam and Shubur,

After crossing . . . .,
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The hierodule (Inanna) in her weariness approached (the
garden), fell fast asleep,

Shukallituda saw her from the edge of his garden, . .

Copulated with her, kissed her,

Returned to the edge of his garden.

Dawn broke, the sun rose,

The woman looked about her in dread.

Inanna looked about her in dread.

Then, the woman, because of her pudendum, what harm
she did!

Inanna, because of her pudendum, what did she do!

All the wells of the land she filled with blood,

All the groves and gardens of the land she sated with blood,

The (male) slaves coming to gather firewood, drink noth-
ing but blood,

The (female) slaves coming to fill up with water, fill up
with nothing but blood,

“I must find him who copulated with me among all the
lands,” she said.

But him who copulated with her she found not,
For the young man entered his father’s house,
Shukallituda says to his father:

“Father, when pouring water over the furrows,
When digging wells by the patches, . . . .,

I stumbled over its roots, was cut up by them;
The raging winds, with whatever they carried,
With the dust of the mountains, struck my face,
At my . . face and . . hands,

They blew it about, I knew not its . .

“I (thereupon) lifted my eyes toward the lands below,
Looked up at the stars in the east,

Lifted my eyes toward the lands above,
Looked up at the stars in the west,

Gazed at the auspicious inscribed heaven,

From the inscribed heaven learned the omens,

Saw there how to carry out the divine laws,

Studied the decrees of the gods.

In the garden, in five to ten unapproachable places,



74 12 Horticulture

In those places I planted one tree as a protecting cover.
The tree’s protecting cover—the sarbatu-tree of wide shade—
Its shade below, dawn,

Noon, and dusk, did not turn away.
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