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Preface to the Revised Edition

Since its first publication in 1964, Ancient Mesopotamia has re-
mained the most distinguished presentation of the civilization of
Babylonia and Assyria. The uniqueness and personal quality of
the point of view presented in this cultural history have been
amply emphasized in the reviews, and the book’s impact can be
measured by the literature stimulated by its first appearance.
It is addressed to the educated layman, but it is also an indis-
pensable tool for intellectuals and scholars interested in ancient
civilizations. It is a textbook used in colleges and universities in
the field of ancient history, and it is also a constant companion of
the professional Assyriologist, who turns to it again and again to
consider its insights and to find references in the extensive notes
and bibliography. This latter function seemed so essential to the
author that he had been keeping the critical apparatus current.
When asked to prepare a revised edition, he welcomed the
opportunity to bring the book up to date with material he had
collected for ten years, and to revise some of the statements he
had made.

It was characteristic of Leo Oppenheim constantly to reshape
his view of Mesopotamian civilization; every new bit of informa-
tion helped modify his perception of the essence of this civiliza-
tion. He insisted that his subject was a “dead” civilization
because, as R. M. Adams suggests, “for him, the death of his
subject matter was somehow a precondition for its productive
study, which then had to involve its painstaking, conscious re-
creation as a formed thing of the mind.” All of Oppenheim’s
work was determined by his quest for what “makes” Meso-
potamian civilization, the total understanding of which, he said,
would always elude him, an observer from another civilization.
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He pursued this elusive understanding through extracting all
possible information from the ancient texts and organizing it
into entries for the Assyrian Dictionary, a dictionary conceived by
a previous generation of scholars as a thesaurus and which be-
came under Leo Oppenheim an encyclopedia of Mesopotamian
culture. Oppenheim also believed it his duty to attempt new
formulations of his overall view of Mesopotamia. Ancient
Mesopotamia is one such formulation, a picture intensely and
intentionally personal, which is why, in the subtitle, he called
the book a portrait. This being just one possible portrait, a few
years later he sketched another, “The Measure of Mesopotamia,”
which appeared as the Introduction to his Letters from Meso-
potamia,

Both these presentations show Oppenheim’s preoccupation
with and emphasis on what he called “central concerns.”
Though famous as a philologist—one of the foremost Assyriolo-
gists and the editor of the Chicago Assyrian Dictionary—Oppen-
heim preferred to call himself a cultural anthropologist who
happens to work with a civilization whose records are in a dead
language and a strange script, full of difficulties which too often
claim the scholar’s total attention. His aim was to make Meso-
potamian records as commonly understood as classical ones,
which when quoted can stay in the original Latin or Greek. For
Oppenheim, texts were only a means to understand cultural
history, and he thus greatly helped to establish Assyriology as a
discipline of the cultural sciences. Contemporary approaches to
the classical world influenced his thinking in many other ways
100, as did the contributions of anthropologists from Lovejoy
and Boas to Claude Lévi-Strauss.

Oppenheim was concerned with social and economic history
from the time of his dissertation, on legal texts concerning rental
agreements, to his last project, on the money economy of the
temple in the Neo-Babylonian period. He often drew wide
implications about bureaucratic or fiscal practices from a single
term or an isolated document, yet he warned against simplifica-
tion in polemical articles, whether directed at the economic
theories of Karl Polényi, with whom Oppenheim collaborated
for many years, or at the historical materialism of Soviet scholars.
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Oppenheim also had a long-standing commitment to science
and technology; he studied the material culture of the Neo-
Babylonian period and published the monograph On Beer and
Brewing Techniques. He then became increasingly fascinated with
the aspirations and achievements of Mesopotamian technology
and the Western and Eastern influences that shaped it, as is
evidenced in his book Glass and Glassmaking in Ancient Meso-
potamia (1970) and in his essay for the Dictionary of Scientific
Biography, “Man and Nature.”

Those who have been offended by the subtitle in Chapter IV
of Ancient Mesopotamia, “Why a ‘Mesopotamian Religion’
Should Not Be Written,” would do well to consult Oppenheim’s
articles on “Mesopotamian Mythology” or on the numinous and
the terms used to express it, and to follow the model of his
“Analysis of an Assyrian Ritual” (1966) which illustrates the
approach to Mesopotamian religion that Oppenheim regarded as
more fruitful than lists of gods or festivals.

Social and economic history, religion, and technology, how-
ever, are but aspects of the cultural history that wasOppenheim’s
prime interest. The exponents and transmitters of this culture
were the Mesopotamian scholars and scientists. Understanding
their status in society and their intellectual approach to their
discipline promised to lead to the understanding of this dead
civilization. Chapters V and VI of this book show Oppenheim’s
empbhasis of this topic; his preoccupation in his last years with
the “astrologers” at the royal court in Assyria is reflected in an
essay printed posthumously in Daedalus (spring 1975) and in the
numerous additions which Oppenheim made to these chapters.

Ancient Mesopotamia grew out of these shifting and recurring
interests and methodological concerns. The book is not and was
never meant to be a textbook that provides all the answers. It
was meant to be a book that raises questions that will take many
decades to answer. Therefore the revised edition is geared to
supplying all the new material that can aid in the study of the
subject, not to changing the book’s basic outlook. In Oppen-
heim’s words, the book was not meant to be “a synthesis, since
such syntheses are misleading and necessarily personal, burt
rather a presentation which takes fully into account the breadth
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of variations and the phenomenological range either at one or
more characteristic synchronic levels or in individual diachronic
elaborations in order to show the essential internal develop-
ments. However, the amplitude does require a system of co-
ordinates, in other words, the establishment of central concerns.”

At the time of his death in July 1974, Leo Oppenheim had
incorporated about half the material that he intended to include
in the revision. The remaining material was sorted and marked
for insertion at the proper places. My task was thus limited to
inserting these additions and checking the references; only
occasionally did I have to update the references or make a
decision about material not definitively marked for integration.

Oppenheim did very little rewriting of the main text. The
scholarly controversy aroused by the book only strengthened
his belief that none of his provocative statements should be toned
down in a new edition: the book was meant to make people
think and argue. The results of his shifts of emphasis since
Ancient Mesopotamia was first published are incorporated in the
Notes to this revised edition. The scope of these notes reflects
the concerns of Oppenheim’s last decade, and their extent is a
measure of the complexities he encountered.

This revised edition, then, while condensing in the Notes the
new information we possess on Mesopotamian civilization, is a
compendium both of the author’s insights and of the vast
amount of material that has become available since the first
edition. In this way Ancient Mesopotamia can continue to serve as
an up-to-date research tool for students and scholars alike.

It was Oppenheim’s desire that John A. Brinkman revise his
Appendix on Mesopotamian Chronology in the light of the
latest historical evidence, and that John Sanders draw new
maps. The contributions of both men are gratefully acknowl-

edged.
ERrica REINER
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Prefatory Note

The word “portrait” in the subtitle ““Portrait of a Dead Civiliza-
tion” is meant to convey, as reliably as can be expected of
a programmatic statement, the kind of presentation of a
civilization which I intend to give.

During the nearly twenty years in which this book has been in
the making, a period of continuous rethinking and rewriting,
the conviction grew in me that new ways had to be found to
present Mesopotamian civilization. It became obvious to me that
no amount of painstaking atomizing, no endless inventories
under the pretense of objectivity, and no application of any of
the accepted, over-all patterns were capable of presenting the
data in a way that would convey the whole as well as its integral
constituents. This could be done only by comprehending,
reducing, and rendering in a more or less readable manner a
characteristic selection of the staggering mass of diversified and
very often unrelated facts which philologists and archeologists
alike have extracted from the tablets and the sherds, the ruins
and the images of Mesopotamia and have labeled and arranged
in innumerable ways.

Portraiture, a selective approach, seems to offer such a way of
presentation. A portrait aims at presenting an individual, not
completely but in his uniqueness, and not only at a fleeting
moment of time but also at that juncture where past experience

I
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encounters future expectation. Yet, to achieve such a portrait of
a multifaceted civilization would require a degree of intimate
and comprehensive knowledge we hardly possess of any ancient
and alien civilization. In spite of this formidable obstacle, the
technique of portraiture has been adopted as an incentive rather
than as an end in itself. This allows us to present certain domi-
nant characteristics and attitudes in Mesopotamian civilization
as illustrations of its uniqueness as well as to delineate the fateful
lines of strain and fatigue that constantly endangered its
cohesion.

Any Assyriologist who has read through as many cuneiform
texts as I have in pursuit of general understanding rather than on
a quest for, let us say, linguistic features, will and must come to
form a concept of Mesopotamian civilization differing in major as
well as minor points from that which I offer here. After all, a por-
trait to be worth anything must contain as much of the portraitist
as of his subject. Moreover, I must warn the reader that nearly
every sentence in this book glosses over some essential and
ultimately insoluble problem, and that what may seem compli-
cated is still but an unavoidable simplification. I know quite well
that my attitudes will be criticized as pessimistic, or nihilistic, or
too bold, or simply foolhardy, and so on, but, correct as such
judgments may be with regard to specific points, they will not
deter me from the course I aim to steer between the Scylla of an
easy and ready optimism and the Charybdis of the pessimism
that accepts difficulties as an excuse for abandoning the quest for
understanding. In other words, neither the easy joys of specializa-
tion nor the equally hedonistic escape into penetration centered
on restricted data must hinder the advance toward an over-all
synthesis of the field. Whenever possible, I have made clear
what we know and what we have surmised from the few facts
available. I have refrained from assuming unilinear develop-
ments that lead elegantly through the empty spaces of pre-
history and converge on the few facts at hand. Such presentations
make easy reading but do not contribute much; synthesis
should be the goal only where we have to deal with a complexity
and superabundance of individual data, as in well-documented

historical periods.
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The organization of this book is intended to correspond to a cer-
tain degree to its purpose as suggested by the subtitle. The first
chapter provides the background for the “portrait,” the second
applies broad washes of color to achieve aerial perspective, and
the third can be said to fix the linear perspective. The last three
chapters give texture, depth, and highlights, if one may continue
without overtaxing the metaphor.

To counteract the inherent and inevitable subjectivity of such
a treatment, each chapter is provided with a more or less
extensive bibliographic footnote. Its primary purpose is to offer
the general reader references to books and articles that deal with
the topics discussed, giving preference to opinions that differ
from my own. It contains for the Assyriologist, moreover, refer-
ences to cuneiform passages to substantiate specific statements.

Only sparing use has been made throughout this book of the
practice of quoting translated cuneiform texts either in support
of statements or in order to “let the texts speak for themselves.”
To take up the second point first, translated texts tend to speak
more of the translator than of their original message. It is not
too difficult to render texts written in a dead language as literally
as possible and to suggest to the outsider, through the use of
quaint and stilted locutions, the alleged awkwardness and
archaism of a remote period. Those who know the original
language retranslate anyhow—consciously or unconsciously—
in order to understand it. It is nearly impossible to render any
but the simplest Akkadian text in a modern language with a
satisfactory approximation to the original in content, style, or
connotation. A step nearer to the realization of the legitimate
desire to make the texts “speak for themselves” would bring us,
perhaps, an anthology of Akkadian texts, with a critical discussion
of the literary, stylistic, and emotional setting of each translated
piece.

To quote supporting textual evidence in translation only—to
return to the first point mentioned above—would make the
book much too long; such a procedure would necessitate lengthy
philological commentary. It would also detract from one of the
purposes of this book, namely to communicate with non-

Assyriologists.
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In a book of comparable outlook and scope dealing with
European culture and its history, such terms as Rinascimento,
scholastics, or the Wars of the Roses, such geographical names as
Cluny, Oxford, Avignon, or Vienna, and reference to such
personages as Luther, St. Augustine, Napoleon, or King Alfred
the Great would be fully understandable to the reader. And he
would also be expected to place such names immediately in a
rather complex frame of reference. When, however, the reader
of this book comes across such terms as Third Dynasty of Ur,
Sargonids, and Chaldean kings, finds such place names as Larsa,
Ugarit, and Kanis$, and the personal names Hatcugili, Merodach-
Baladan, and Idrimi, he will necessarily be at a loss. Since it would
greatly hamper the manner of presentation to offer explanations
at each instance, and since a systematic survey of periods, places,
and personages would make hard reading, a glossary of names
and terms appears at the end of the book (see p. 398ff.). The
reader is also referred to the Appendix on Mesopotamian
Chronology and to a map of the entire region.

This brings me to my final point. The immense problem of the
extent, the validity, and the effect of the Sumerian legacy on
Mesopotamian civilization cannot and will not be dealt with
here. The Sumerians left their imprint in varying degrees on all
things Mesopotamian. Their traces are palpable; they range
from the most obvious, such as the preservation of Sumerian
texts in certain cultic practices and the use of Sumerian as the
vehicle of specialized literary expression, to the mass of indivi-
dual Sumerian loan words in Akkadian texts, words that refer
to all levels of literature, to all aspects of Mesopotamian civiliza-
tion. There is Sumerian influence, real or seemingly real, in the
social sphere, as in the concept of kingship and in the pheno-
menon of urbanization, and in the arts, in the motif repertory of
the mythology and in monumental architecture and in the use
of glyptic. To what degree of transformation and adaptation the
religious life and its articulation in Akkadian Mesopotamia is
ultimately indebted to Sumerian (or earlier) forms, we shall
probably never know. Hence it would appear that a presentation
of Mesopotamian civilization should include a presentation of its
Sumerian background. Though this might be an ideal solution,
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a comparison with similar studies of medieval and modern
Europe will show the reader that it is feasible only on just that
level of vague generality and facile simplification which I am
attempting to avoid. Everyone knows of the classical and the
Old Testament fountainhead of Western civilization. Should a
“portrait of European civilization” study both? Should it—and
this is certainly defensible—separate Greek and Roman contri-
butions, and in the Old Testament, the general Near Eastern and
the genuinely Palestinian, and should one not go further and
trace for Greece the ultimate Asiatic Ionian, the Dorian and
Minoan sources, and, for Rome, the contributions of the Etrus-
cans as against those of the Oscans, Sabines, and others? To
embark on such a course of research would lead any scholar to
inevitable standstill—although the mentioned peoples, their
languages, and so on, are much better known than the
Sumerians. '

For exactly this consideration, 1 have turned my back on
Sumer and moved into the more than two millennia of Akkadian
evidence.
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Introduction: Assyriology——

Why and How?

Sapere aude

It is now well over a hundred years since western European
scholars succeeded in discovering the key to the writings that two
long-vanished Near Eastern civilizations had left behind. These
are the hieroglyphic inscriptions to be found on Egyptian
buildings and objects, and the writings, in cuneiform script, on
clay tablets and on stone objects found in and around today’s
Iraq.

Ancient Egypt always has been a strange and curious country,
exciting much interest in the minds of its neighbors. For nearly
two millennia after its disappearance, the inscribed walls of the
impressive and unique ruins of the Nile Valley were successful
in keeping alive some memory of Egyptian civilization. Everyone
was familiar with the dramatic and memorable events con-
cerning Egypt related in the Old Testament and the colorful
and intriguing tales of Egyprt recorded by Greek writers. There
were, as well, the fairy tales the Arabs spun around the pyra-
mids, buried treasures, and vengeful ghosts. When the fantastic
Egyptian adventure of Napoleon and the quick and startling
decipherment of the Rosetta Stone by Champollion threw open
the buried civilization of Egypt and its ancient sites to the
inquisitive eyes of European scholarship, a new world of
undreamt-of complexity and appeal emerged, and the historic

7
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vista of man and his adventures was enlarged by many centuries
beyond the point reached by the Old Testament and classical
sources.

Mesopotamia, the land between two rivers, the Euphrates
and the Tigris, was not nearly as fortunate as Egypt. There were
no walls inscribed with mysterious and beautifully executed
signs, hardly any precious objects to be collected as curiosities,
only a few high, isolated, and dilapidated brick towers to which
clung the name and the fame of the biblical Tower of Babel.
The extensive ruins of the once famous cities of Babylon and
Nineveh could not much impress the traveler. Their crumbling
outlines had been buried for millennia under sand, mud, and
huge layers of debris; the once fertile countryside had reverted
to deserts and swamps, dotted with mounds—tells—to
which, curiously enough, the Bedouins still referred with names
that echoed the ancient designations of the cities whose sites
they marked. Only by the towering stone columns of Persepolis,
in the highlands of southern Iran, could the attention of the
few European travelers be attracted when they visited the far-
flung lands of the decaying Ottoman Empire. There, in Per-
sepolis, they found impressive structures and statuary and—
above all—inscriptions in an unknown writing that excited their
curiosity.

It so happened that both events—the rediscovery of the world
of ancient Egypt and the appearance of intriguing Mesopo-
tamian wedge-writing on bricks, clay cylinders, stone slabs, and
inaccessible mountain rocks—occurred at a propitious time. It
happened at the moment when Western man was eager to step
out of that magic circle, the field of energy that protects, pre-
serves, and confines every civilization. At the end of the eight-
eenth century, Europe, the last of the great civilizations of a
span of more than five millennia, had reached a convenient
plateau before the upswing of technological, economic, and
political developments produced the changes that have altered
the course of human history. In that precarious interlude of
collection and relaxation, Western man could suddenly perceive
himself, his own civilization, and the civilizations around him.
In fact, Western man became then and there, and for the first
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time, willing and able to appreciate and to evaluate with
objectivity his own civilization, to correlate other civilizations,
and to strive for an understanding of some over-all design and
plan. In whatever romantic form that novel experience was cast,
it must be taken as representing a new departure for inquiring
mankind.

European scholarship extended to embrace not only alien
and exotic civilizations but, with equal inquisitiveness and
eagerness, turned to the civilizations of the past, and not only
to its own past. Ruins and undeciphered writings suddenly
changed from objects deserving only a passing interest to the
rank of messages from vanished civilizations. They became a
challenge to the ingenuity of the amateur, a worthy object of
study for the scholar. They were considered as belonging to a
field of intellectual endeavor in which the nations of Europe, in
dignity, could compete for prestige—and for loot for their
growing museums.

The ruins and, writings of Mesopotamia began soon to speak
volubly of the civilization that had created them more than four
millennia earlier. The decipherers called the language
“Assyrian.” After a time it became evident that there was an
Assyrian and a Babylonian dialect—we now refer to both as
Akkadian—but the name Assyriology was retained for the
field of study that deals with the language and its numerous
dialects, all written with cuneiform signs on clay, stone, or
metal.

In the heroic period of the new science of Assyriology, which
lasted until the last quarter of the nineteenth century, various
systems of writing using cuneiform signs had been deciphered,
the main content of the royal inscriptions had been established,
and the spades of the busily competing excavators had attacked
many of the principal sites, which yielded objects of silver, gold,
and copper and impressive statues and reliefs as well as the
remnants of grandiose architecture. Above all, an abundant and
steady stream of documents inscribed on clay came to light
everywhere, from the Persian Gulf to Asia Minor, and even as

far off as Cyprus and Egypt.
We cannot be concerned here with tracing the history of the
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decipherment, that exciting battle in which the acumen of many
scholars was pitted against the unheard-of complexities of
several alien systems of writing and hitherto unknown lan-
guages, nor the rather sordid maneuvers of rival agents of
European governments to obtain sites and objects, although this
happens to be customarily presented and accepted as a
major part of the history of archeology. What can and should
be done here is to present Assyriology in its aims and its
achievements.

The record of achievement is impressive indeed. The decipher-
ment of the writings led to the development of a series of new
disciplines concerned with the study of the civilizations that
either had made use of one or more of the several systems of
writing or had become known through them. Sumerology,
Hitritology, and Elamitology are concerned with civilizations
which used the writing systems, the study of the Hurrian and
the Urartian languages as well as that of the remnants of the
languages of early Asia Minor deals with languages and civiliza-
tions known indirectly through these writings. Essential contri-
butions were made by all these disciplines toward the
understanding of the background and the surrounding world of
Mycenean, Palestinian, and Egyptian civilizations. Finally, new
vistas were opened up by archeological study of the ancient
Near and Middle East, which owes much of its success to the
stimulus of decipherment of textual materials.

In Assyriology proper, to return to the focus of this presenta-
tion, the texts on clay tablets are far more valuable, far more
relevant, than the monuments that have been discovered,
although the latter, especially the famous reliefs on the walls of
Assyrian palaces and the countless products of glyptic art, offer
welcome illustration to the wealth of factual information
contained on clay tablets, stelae, and votive offerings. The
archeologist’s contribution toward the elucidation of the Meso-
potamian past bears primarily on that crucial millennium or
more which preceded the earliest written documentation (i.e.,
before 2800 B.c.), and which only field and comparative archeo-
logists are able to scan and to articulate through their intricate
network of horizons and stratified levels. (In exceptional
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instances, however, and in small sites, the interplay of the
archeologist and the epigrapher in Mesopotamia can yield
important results.)

The cuneiform texts have given us a strangely distorted
picture of more than two thousand years of Mesopotamian
civilization. This picture is composed of abundant but very
spotty detailed information and of rough and incomplete out-
lines of major political and cultural developments. All this
theoretical framework, moreover, is torn to shreds again and
again by immense gaps in time and space. It requires much
patient work on the part of the philologist to hold these shreds
together by a crisscrossing web of connections based on the slim-
mest textual evidence. He has to link minutiae to minutiae,
analyze and correlate highly recalcitrant material, in order to
gauge developments and to trace these trends through the
ever-recurring blackouts of information.

Thus, we have come to know the names of hundreds of kings
and important personalities, from the third-millennium rulers
of Laga$ to the kings and scholars of the Seleucid period; we are
able to follow the fate of dynasties and the personal fortunes of
certain rulers, observe the rise and decay of cities, and discern,
at times, the geopolitical situation within a chronological
framework that—even for the early periods—is becoming more
and more reliable. We now have at hand a number of codified
laws, from the Sumerian to the Neo-Babylonian period, that can
be related to a staggering number of private and public legal
documents and illustrated by an equally extensive body of
letters and administrative texts. This, in turn, has enabled the
Assyriologist to realize period and local differences in legal
practices and to observe changing social and political contexts;
and it has provided him with new and unexpected oppor-
tunities for research. No other early civilization offers material
on its economic history with such abundance and over such a
long period of time. There has been preserved, as well, a con-
siderable body of texts that are customarily labeled literary.
We have one full-length Creation epic and a bevy of shorter
ones, the rightly famous Epic of Gilgamesh in a late and very
sophisticated version together with a number of earlier
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fragments and several tales about gods and heroes of divine
extraction, their exploits, triumphs, and sufferings, often but not
always harking back to earlier, Sumerian, prototypes. Their
alluring contents and the obvious relationship of these stories to
the thematic inventory and even to specific incidents of myths
known from neighboring civilizations have given special
importance to these texts in the eyes of Assyriologists and those
scholars concerned with these civilizations, for the texts have
evoked far more interest than have texts clearly religious in
content, the numerous prayers, conjurations, and lamentations
which have been collected. Still farther in the background of
the attention of Assyriologists remains the immense bulk of
the learned literature in cuneiform, consisting primarily of the
writings of several types of diviners and of handbooks of Meso-
potamian scholars, ranging from Sumero-Akkadian dictionaries
to learned commentaries and theological speculation. Only a
handful of Assyriologists has ventured into these realms, dry,
monotonous, and difficult of access as they are.

Assyriology is definitely an arcane discipline. Behind a fagade
of painfullyinadequate popularizations written for the interested
but innocent layman, a small group of workers labors in an
ever-enlarging field of research. Either in self-imposed concen-
tration on a specific segment or a single approach, or compelled
into such restrictions by the sheer bulk of the available data,
these scholars have been at work now for nearly a century.
Under such circumstances, one may well ask where we stand
today in the process of interpreting, correlating, and digesting
textual evidence, archeological findings, and monuments. Can
we determine in some way whether the work that has been
going on for such a long time in the universities of Europe,
America, and Asia has made adequate use of that unforgettable
intellectual experience offered Western scholarship by these
inscriptions?

To answer this, I would like to establish what these tablets
meant to those who wrote them. I do not want to assign them
importance, meaning, and literary qualities derived, con-
sciously or not, from our own culture-conditioned preferences.
And there is another problem: What can these tablets possibly
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mean to us. of a late and alien civilization, to whom they were
not meant to speak?

For the purpose of understanding what these tablets meant
to those who wrote them, it is essential to realize thar all written
documents that come from Mesopotamian soil—and all those
that are waiting to be dug up—reflect two distinct backgrounds.
They must be carefully differentiated and each investigated in
its own context if a relevant answer is to be given the question
that has just been asked.

First, there is the large number of tablets that belong to what
I will call the stream of the tradition—that is, what can loosely be
termed the corpus of literary texts maintained, controlled, and
carefully kept alive by a tradition served by successive genera-
tions of learned and well-trained scribes. Second, there is the
mass of texts of all descriptions, united by the fact that they were
used to record the day-to-day activities of the Babylonians and
Assyrians. Both streams, of course, run side by side; each has
only limited contact with the other. Still, one has to realize that
the texts of the second level could never have been written
without that cultural continuum maintained so effectively by
the scribal tradition.

Parenthetically, it should be noted that the dichotomy which
is offered here, primarily for the purpose of emphasizing a
characteristic feature, is disturbed by texts which represent—
as will be shown below, p. 22—the living literary creativeness of
Mesopotamia. Such texts are fed to a considerable extent by the
stream of tradition. They were not meant to be read but were
communicated orally, and they were couched—even though
they were on a different level of style—in the language of the
day and the place.

In the tablets of the literary tradition we have a considerable
body of texts which a class of scribes, organized in some loose
way in local schools or families, considered a duty to copy
carefully in order to keep the chain unbroken. And in this they
succeeded for nearly two millennia. The desire to maintain a
written tradition represents in itself an important culture trait
of Mesopotamian civilization. One would expect the driving
impulse for such an attitude to be the intention of preserving a
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body of religious writings or the wish to sustain one tradition
against or in competition with rival traditions. But in Meso-
potamia this continuity of tradition was achieved by a purely
operational though highly effective circumstance rather than by
ideological pressures: it was considered an essential part of the
training of each scribe to copy faithfully the texts that made up
the stream of tradition. The longer and more elaborate the
training of a scribe—and long and elaborate training was quite
natural in the larger cities, where more scribes were needed and
more disciples available—the more extensive became his copy-
ing work. This led eventually to the accumulation of a large
number of private collections, each containing larger or smaller
sections of the text material that made up the stream of tradi-
tion. Personal preference, or the requirements of the training,
naturally created an interest in assembling private libraries.
There even seems to have existed a tendency among the various
agglomerations of scribes, whether these were groups attached
to or supported in some way by temples or palaces, to obtain
missing texts from outside collections in order to replenish the
body of material available to a school. In this way a number of
scribes, widely scattered throughout Babylonia and Assyria,
became owners of literary texts that they had copied them-
selves during their apprenticeship or out of personal interest.
Consequently, copies of the same texts were kept in many
different localities. This distribution, combined with the fact
that the writing was on extremely durable clay tablets, main-
tained the major bulk of the texts as a literary corpus in actual
use from the second half of the second millennium s.c. up to
the periods of the Seleucid and even the Arsacid rulers of
Mesopotamia, and subsequently kept them safe for us in the
rubble of destroyed cities for another two millennia.

It seems likely that it will forever be a moot question to what
extent this corpus of texts remained unaffected by changes
during such an extended period of continuous transmission.
Have certain texts been discarded, have others succumbed to
the ravages of time and men? We know that all major and minor
Mesopotamian cities were repeatedly destroyed by enemy
action, and we know that the water table has been rising in
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lower Mesopotamia. Furthermore, a sizable number of the old
cities of Mesopotamia are still inhabited today and therefore
inaccessible to the spade of the archeologist. These potential
and actual losses are counteracted to a certain extent by lucky
accidents: clay tablets were sometimes used as fill, and entire
archives have thus been preserved. Certain sites have remained
undisturbed since victor and vanquished allowed the ruins to
be forgotten and covered by dust and vegetation. Although we
realize that we are to a large extent at the mercy of chance, we
still have a duty to recognize the possibility that certain selective
manipulations may have interfered with the handing down of
traditional texts, or that new material may have been incor-
porated in the texts we have. This problem is extremely
difficult, and no clear-cut solution should be expected. There
exists, however, the definite possibility of approaching it in a
rather promising way.

It so happens that the last great Assyrian king, Assurbanipal
(668-627 B.C.), succeeded in assembling in Nineveh what has
every right to be called the first systematically collected library
in the ancient Near East. Nearly all the tablets that made up his
collection are now in the British Museum. Many of them are
published or reasonably well catalogued. Because the library
was not that of an individual scribe or even a school or family,
but, rather, was brought together upon a royal fiat from all over
Mesopotamia, we are entitled to assume that the topical range
of Assurbanipal’s collection is representative of the main body,
if not the entire content, of the scribal tradition. This assumption
is borne out by a small but sufficient number of private tablet
collections that come from such widely scattered cities as Assur
and Harran in the north and Babylon, Nippur, Ur, and Borsippa
in the south—collections that are distributed through time
adequately enough to furnish essential controls. Further corrob-
oration is offered by finds originating in scribal schools outside
Mesopotamia proper, in which Akkadian and Sumerian were
taught to foreign scribes in the course of their training.

With the exception of the late and highly technical astro-
nomical texts from Babylonia proper, the contents of all these
collections demonstrate that the picture offered by the library
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of Assurbanipal in Nineveh is basically representative. There
exist, of course, inevitable discrepancies and gaps. The laws of
probability militate against the preservation of small text groups
and work havoc even with larger ones. In spite of the fact that
less than one-fourth of the body of traditional texts has been
preserved, and only too often in rather poor condition, and in
spite of the selection that is produced by the accidents of sur-
vival, of discovery, and—not to be underestimated—the
accidents of publication, the unified picture that results from the
observation of these well-distributed collections entitles us to
speak of the literary tablets of Mesopotamia as belonging to a
coherent and continuous stream. When Assyriologists will be
able to follow the fate of individual text groups through the
history of their tradition, they will obtain more insight into the
workings of this stream and, conceivably, light will be shed
some day on ideological preferences and other attitudes that
neither the content nor the wording of these texts is likely to
reflect directly.

One more point bearing on the stream of tradition is to be
discussed : What is the size of this body of texts?

The salient characteristic of all the ancient collections is the
predominance of scholarly over literary texts, and, within the
scholarly texts, the predominance of texts which Assyriologists
call “omen texts.” Such omen collections consist of endless,
systematically arranged, one-line entries, each describing a
specific act, a well-defined event, the behavior or feature of an
animal, a specific part of its body, or that of a plant or of a human
being, or the movements of the stars, the moon and the sun,
atmospheric events, and other observable details, of unbelievable
variety. Each case is provided with a prediction that refers to the
welfare of the country or to that of the individual with respect to
whom-—such is the basic assumption—the event happened, if it
was not purposefully provoked to obtain information about the
future. The library of Assurbanipal contained more than three
hundred tablets, each holding eighty to two hundred entries of
the nature just described.

Next in size seems to have been a group of about two hundred
tablets of a quite different nature. These contain lists of cunei-
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form signs and sign combinations with added readings as well as
lists of Sumerian words with their Akkadian translations,
organized according to various principles of arrangement and
representing what may be termed a dictionary. They further
include lists explaining rare and foreign expressions in Akkadian.
In short, this group of tablets embraces in an encyclopedic form
everything required for teaching scribes the native (Akkadian)
and the traditional (Sumerian) languages. The bilingualism of
the scribes is reflected in a large number of Sumerian incanta-
tions and prayers that are provided with interlinear Akkadian
translations. The latter form a group that seems to have
amounted to more than one hundred tablets.

About the same number of tablets contain cycles of conjura-
tions for cathartic and apotropaic purposes as well as what is
customarily called the “epic literature,” fables, proverbs, and
sundry small collections of varia and trivia that somehow have
found their way into the body of “canonical” texts. One should
stress that the epic literature (such as the Creation story, the
Epic of Gilgamesh, of Irra, the stories of Etana, Anzu, and so on)
amounts to only thirty-five to forty of the seven hundred tablets
so far enumerated.

The existence of another two hundred or more tablets can be
inferred with varying degrees of certainty from isolated frag-
ments and such other indications as catalogues of tablets. As a
safety margin dictated by general pessimism rather than by
rational considerations, one may add one-third again to these
nine hundred tablets in order to achieve something like an
informed guess at the total number of tablets that were kept in
Assurbanipal’s palace at Nineveh. One may perhaps—but not
necessarily—assume that a further projection beyond this
estimate should be hazarded, so that fifteen hundred would
represent, at a maximum, the entire corpus of cuneiform
literature that embodied, at any time or place, what we call the
stream of tradition.

To venture further guesses, such as to the number of lines
which these tablets may have contained, is sheer folly, but there
is little doubt in my mind that the sum total would leave the
Rigveda (about the size of the Iliad) and the Homeric epics, as
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well as the Old and New Testaments (which surpass the epics
only slightly as to the number of verses), far behind, and would
probably reach, if not exceed in bulk, even the size of the
Mahabharata with its 190,000 verses.

It should be added thar these figures refer to individual texts
and not to the number of copies of these texts. In the royal
library at Nineveh there were as many as six exemplars for a
single text, which is a great help in filling in lacunae and in
reconstructing compositions. Since it was an essential part of the
training of the apprentice scribes to copy certain tablets, those
works that make up the primary curriculum are preserved
in many more copies than those that are part of the higher
levels of training, which only a small number of students
attained.

It now behooves us to outline what should be considered the
characteristic features of this corpus of texts, surveying it
without the professionally myopic outlook of the Assyriologist.

First, one has to point out that nearly all of these tablets were
at some early point in their history frozen into a specific wording
and an established arrangement of content. This process of
standardization began early (third quarter of the second
millennium 8.c.) for certain key text groups—especially those of
the encyclopedic genre. It continued, successively affecting
other groups, until the scribes of Assurbanipal assembled and
copied individual tablets or small groups that had been in
restricted circulation, and combined them into topical arrange-
ments, giving them definite titles and indicating their sequence
by numbers.

Standardization effectively maintained the original contents
against the pressures of changing concepts and attitudes, pre-
serving obsolete text material that otherwise certainly would
have disappeared. For the Assyriologist this standardization is
the greatest boon. Normally, all he has to work with are
shattered fragments of tablets that come from several excava-
tions and accidental finds, fragments which more often than not
contain lines that break off in the middle of the text or which
contain only beginnings and ends of lines. But due to the fact
that in the body of literary material nearly all identifiable
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fragments, wherever they come from, go back to one standard-
ized version, the Assyriologist is often able to reconstruct an
entire text out of small fragments.

The contents of these tablets clearly indicate that the cunei-
form literature which the Mesopotamians themselves considered
essential and worthy of being handed down, concerned, directly
or indirectly, the activities of the diviners and of the priests
specializing in exorcistic techniques. Only a very small section
contains what we, immersed in the Western tradition, like to
call products of literary creativeness. One may, in fact, reasonably
estimate that there are, at most, fifty or sixty tablets that contain
what we are wont to call epic texts (the thirty-five to forty
tablets already mentioned) plus rather platitudinous concoc-
tions of practical “wisdom” as well as some prayer tablets
whose diction and imagery seem to us to be distinguished by a
certain tang of genuineness, though it is open to doubt whether
this quality was instrumental in their inclusion in the stream of
tradition.

The epic texts make a strong appeal to the esthetic tastes and
ideological preferences of Western cultures, steeped as we are in
literary and religious traditions that originated in Greece and in
the land of the Bible, only to be transposed into a new key in
medieval Europe. This has induced us, consciously or not, to
make two obvious mistakes: We have been exaggerating the
importance of such texts, although they are few and far between
in Mesopotamian literature, and thus we judge the bulk
of the tradition for its lack of the texts we are conditioned to
appreciate. :

In the fragments preserved, there is a noticeable absence of
historical literature; that is, texts are lacking that would atrest
to the awareness of the scribes of the existence of a historical
continuum in the Mesopotamian civilization of which they
themselves and their tradition were only a part. To be sure,
there are preserved a few late chronicles, lists of kings, a number
of copies of very old royal inscriptions, a small group of texts
that contain legends of early kings, and theological interpreta-
tions of sundry historical events of the pre-standardization
period. Nothing, however, was considered worthy of recording
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that would relate the literary and intellectual traditions in and
for which these scribes lived with any co-ordinates of time,
space, and socioeconomic realities.

The same detachment expresses itself in the complete
absence of any polemic in this type of literature. All statements
appear without relation to any background of ideological,
religious, or even political stress or tension. This is not for lack
of opportunity, because the ritual complaints in the prayers
written or adapted for royal use, or the predictions in the
innumerable omen passages, could easily reflect discontent or
social criticism. These tensions are very much in evidence in
Greek texts, where they are further accentuated by the didactic
style of scholarly presentation. There was apparently no rivalry
between schools, no clash between the Mesopotamian scribe’s
cultural outlook and that of those who lived around him, either
in his own country or elsewhere. It is especially the latter con-
trast in both the Old and the New Testament that imparts a
specific mood and intensity not only to pragmatic utterances
but even to descriptive passages. The person of the scribe, his
beliefs and ambitions, are conspicuously absent in cuneiform
literature; no cognizance is taken of religious or philosophical
insights; no constructive political thoughts are revealed and no
awareness of man’s role and claims in this world.

The explanation for all this is quite simple. What we have at
hand in these twelve hundred or more tablets is but a reference
library geared to the needs of the diviners and those specialized
practitioners of magic who were responsible for the spiritual
security of kings and other important-persons. To this were
added several sets of handbooks for educational and research
purposes, meant to maintain the scholarly standards and the
technical proficiency of these essential professions. By accident,
and hardly for what we would call their merits, literary texts
were carried along in the stream of tradition as part and parcel
of the education of the scribes simply because the copying of
such texts belonged to the traditional curriculum. The corpus
has to be understood, appreciated, and utilized solely in terms
of what it was meant to represent for those who created, main-
tained, and used it. And the literary texts have to be considered
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primarily from the point of view of their own position of
importance within the stream of the tradition.

Assyriologists, however, always did, and still do, approach
these texts from a quite different angle. They look for deeply
meaningful cosmologies, for primeval wisdom, for the pomp of
mythological exploits, the charm or crudeness of early social
and economic patterns that supposedly reflect the growth of
ideas beyond the ken of history, for legends and historiae
and titillatingly different mores—in short, for what Western
scholars in the “study of man” ever since Herodotus have
expected to discover at the periphery of their own, and of course
normative, world. And expectations of that sort are apparently
fulfilled, to judge from the books concerned with Mesopotamian
civilization produced by popularizers. Such an attitude affects
Assyriological research work to varying degrees. There are
scholars who are inextricably entangled in attempts to relate
Assyriological data to the Old Testament in some acceptable
way, and others who find in haphazardly collected instances,
torn out of their ideological and stylistic context, convincing
proof for whatever the fashion of the day is propounding in
anthropology, the history of religions, or the field of economics.
Even linguistically, the cuneiform texts have not been subjected
to candid and unbiased investigation. Having been, quite early
and correctly, tagged as a Semitic language, Akkadian was, and
still is, mercilessly put on the procrustean bed of one or another
Semitic language that is whimsically considered normative.
Often this is done not out of methodological considerations or
because of the range of the scholar’s interest, but for reasons
which seem rather to originate in a quest for a raison d’étre for
the entire field of Assyriology, not only in the eyes of other
disciplines but also in the eyes of the scholars themselves. This
psychological situation has yielded, and continues to yield, a
number of biased articles and books. The same situation
influences the research range of Assyriologists in a more subtle
way. It exerts considerable influence—normally, at a sub-
conscious level—on the selection of topics to be investigated.
Thus are created or fostered preferences for the study of certain
literary patterns, mythological motifs, or social and economic
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contexts that in some way either correspond to, or are strikingly
different from, those to which our composite Western back-
ground has conditioned these scholars.

Let us return to the literary texts. Any evaluation with respect
to topic inventory and style types should rake into consideration
the fact that there exists meager, but unquestionable, evidence
of a rich and productive oral literary tradition in Mesopotamia.
It seems to have flourished not only before the period in which
the standardization, or “canonization,” of the written tradition
became effective, but also parallel and subsequent to it. We
know, for instance, of the existence of cycles of songs, mainly
love songs, that were cast, in the fashion of the ancient Near
East, in intense and quasi-religious phraseology, but also of
songs sung in battle and in praise of the king. We know of
courtly tales and legends spun around kings both loved and
feared, of popular stories with sometimes jocular and pungent
undertones. Also in circulation were dire prophecies and poli-
tical diatribes in poetic form as well as riddles and animal tales.
Of all this we are informed mainly by isolated tablets containing
texts that do not belong to the stream of tradition and were
copied only by chance and survive in single copies. Nevertheless,
that these have survived entitles us to assume the existence of
several literary genres that belonged to a tradition different in
content and probably also in purpose from the written tradition
we propose to discuss. It is too simple to call that other tradition
“oral,” because the possibility has to be considered thar a
divergence between the written and the oral tradition was the
consequence of either linguistic conditions or the emergence of
a different writing material.

Let us first raise the question as ro the social context of this
other type of literature, its carriers and its public. As a habitat
outside the stratum in which the stream of the written tradition
was in evidence, one could reasonably suggest the courts of the
kings of Babylon. The reason why we know next to nothing of
this important and natural center of political, economic, and
social life is simple: no literary text of importance came to light
during the excavations of Babylon, due to the rise of the water
table in that region, and no archeologist has ever happened to



oi.uchicago.edu
INTRODUCTION ;| ASSYRIOLOGY—WHY AND HOW? 23

find the ruins of a Babylonian palace. We do know, however,
that, in the second millennium, the courts of the kings of Ur,
Isin, Larsa, and Babylon harbored both scholars and poets, and
there is no reason to suppose that it was any different in the first,
although there is hardly any indication available of this role of
the royal courts of Babylon. There are several possible reasons
for this scarcity of documentation: the lack of finds from
Babylon, the use of perishable, wax-covered tablets that may go
back further in history than we are now assuming, and the
possibility that the Aramaic language became, in Babylonia, at
an earlier stage than generally supposed, the vehicle for a literary
tradition different from that written in Akkadian and on clay
tablets.

Such suggestions are offered here solely to illustrate the
essential fact that the traditional cuneiform which we have been
discussing should not be considered the main or the sole product
of the creative effort of Mesopotamian civilization. For its correct
evaluation and an appreciation of its achievements and its
importance, one has to realize its limitations in purpose, style,
and content. One has to concede the existence of other types of
literature in this civilization, genres that are of still undefined
range, status, and import, even though the evidence is slim and
often circumstantial.

By no means do the traditional texts offer the most important
documentary material for the work of the Assyriologist. There
exists—and very often deservedly in the front ranks of interest—
an impressive bulk of cuneiform tablets that contain the records
of the day-to-day activities of the inhabitants of Mesopotamia,
from kings down to shepherds. In time span and geographical
distribution, in bulk and in topical variety, they quite often
surpass the traditional texts. These tablets fall into two sharply
differing categories: records and letters. The great majority of
the records deal with administrative transactions of all sorts.
They originated in the realm of an elaborate bureaucracy that
handled with technical skill and methodical consistency the
affairs of the temple administrations of southern Babylonia
(from Ur to Sippar, and from the end of the third millennium
to the last third of the first millennium B.c.). Such records come
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to us also from the royal palaces all over the ancient Near East,
wherever the Akkadian language and the cuneiform system of
writing was in use, that is, from Susa, north of the Persian Gulf,
to Ugarit and Alalakh, near the Mediterranean coast. To a much
lesser extent, clay tablets record private legal transactions, such
as sales, rentals, and loans as well as marriage contracts, adop-
tions, wills, and so on. There exist, also, a number of international
agreements scattered through a period of one millenium. The
letters likewise fall into two groups, those dealing with admin-
istrarive and political matters and those concerned with private
and personal affairs. The latter are far less numerous and are
restricted to specific periods and contexts.

We again feel obliged to venture a reasonable guess as to the
number of these records and letters. It can be said that the
material already published, together with that known to be in
the possession of several of the larger museums, amounts to
about 40,000 to 50,000 tablets. This estimate refers to tablets
written in, or predominantly in, Akkadian. Sumerian adminis-
trative and legal documents may run easily to more than three
times that number.

What information do these texts contain? How and to what
degree can this information be utilized for the understanding of
Mesopotamian life and customs? Is this the raw material the
historians of law and of economic institutions dream of? Are
these the texts that will clearly reveal what those who wrote
them, and those for whom they were written, thought about
themselves, their world, their gods?

Unfortunately, clear and easy answers to these questions
cannot be expected. The potential usefulness of this source of
information is severely curtailed by a number of factors. These
texts cover a wide area geographically and a very long period of
time, so that their large number is sharply reduced when one’s
research focuses upon a poinrt in time and space and upon a
specific problem. Again, the coverage of these texts is very
irregular. Large areas and periods are blacked out for a variety
of reasons, and only rarely is it possible to obtain insight into
developments on a larger scale in time or into regional differ-
ences on a synchronic level. The picture that any investigation



oi.uchicago.edu

INTRODUCTION: ASSYRIOLOGY—WHY AND HOW? 25

based on such material can obtain consists of a number of spots
of light. It is as if a narrowly confined beam of light haphazardly
illuminated this or that city between the Persian Gulf and the
Mediterranean Sea at infrequent and irregular intervals during
two millennia, leaving everything else in darkness. It is true
that, within the beam, complex institutions and political situa-
tions appear as the background against which we may observe
history in the making—administrators at work collecting and
appropriating taxes and services, merchants engaged in far-flung
commercial activities, and farmers and bankers arguing end-
lessly about debts. Personalities appear, and the rise and fall of
families can be observed, but, in most instances, for only two or
three generations before darkness sets in again. Very rarely,
where excavations have been persistent and fruitful or our luck
has willed it, we have a continuous series of spotlights illuminat-
ing the history of a city, such as in Nippur and Assur, in Ur, and,
to a certain extent, in Sippar.

An equally important obstacle to the utilization of this rich
body of material is of a philological nature. This holds true,
though for different reasons, for both the records and the
Jetters. Administrative documents were written solely for inter-
nal use; their diction is terse, abbreviated, and full of mysterious
technical terms. It is a delicate and difficult task to establish the
meanings of terms that, in the course of time, often underwent
subtle changes and to reconstruct their institutional and
economic background. Yet only by doing so can one hope to
infuse some life into the strictly formalistic style of ledgers, lists,
and receipts. Without a carefully established frame of reference,
without our knowing who delivered and who received, and
under what title and claim goods and services were allocated,
administrative texts yield only a meager harvest of personal
names, a technical vocabulary elaborately describing staples and
raw materials, and an opaque residue of unintelligible words
from the bureaucratic language of the period.

Quite different but equally forbidding are the philological
difficulties that hamper the study of the letters. Most of them are
written by, to, or for officials, including the king. Their topics
are reports, requests, and executive orders in administrative



oi.uchicago.edu
26 ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIA

and legal matters; their diction ranges from voluble protests
and insincere excuses to cutting remarks and invective. In the
private letters—and there alone in cuneiform texts—we often
come in contact with the spoken language instead of the for-
malized phraseology of religious texts, the technical jargon of
scholarly literature, and the careful archaizing and stylized
verbiage of historical texts. In quick-shifting, emotion-charged,
pregnant sentences, topics are introduced and abruptly dropped,
and allusions are made to situations known only to the corre-
spondents. Emphasis, irony, rhetorical questions, veiled threats,
unfinished sentences, and imprecations run the gamut of
syntactical finesse to mold the diction of these letters to such
expressiveness that it remains beyond the ken of the philologist
accustomed to the inane formalism of conventional literary
texts.

This characterization of the material available in cuneiform
sources applies to all but one rather substantial group, the
historical texts. This term is commonly applied to the royal
inscriptions, on which most of what we know of Mesopotamian
history is based. They represent an important and valuable
source material, it is true, but when one searches for information
other than names of kings and places, for more insight than can
be offered by repetitious descriptions of victories and the
pompous phraseology of triumph, these inscriptions are dis-
appointing. The reason lies in two important stylistic features,
often overlooked. First, only a small fraction of these documents
was written for the purpose of recording and conveying infor-
mation to be read; on the contrary, they were buried carefully
in the foundations of temples and palaces or engraved in other
inaccessible places. Second, generally they are couched as
communications from the king to his deity, reporting on war-
like deeds and building activities. This is especially true for the
later group of Assyrian and Babylonian royal inscriptions which
represents an ingenious adaptation of an earlier prototype that,
fundamentally, had the form of a votive inscription. As votive
inscriptions, these historical texts are extremely interesting, but
the information they yield is of little import. In combination
with king lists and treaties, they serve to outline roughly the
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course of historic events, but they cannot bring us very near to
an understanding of Mesopotamian history. From what social,
economic, or other situations sprang the aggressive élan of
Assyria, the tenacity and the staying power of Babylonia?
What pressures guided the continuous struggle of both civiliza-
tions in their search for a livable and workable form in which
their political and spiritual preferences could materialize with
that stability which was to them an eternal dream and which
eluded both of them time and again?

Documentary evidence of the type here described can be
handled in two ways: either through a process of sustained
synthesis on a specific and restricted level that singles out
certain data and analyzes and interprets them in detail, or
through an over-all synthesis that aims at the creation and
constant re-creation of a picture that is to embrace the entire
civilization, either diachronically or synchronically. The latter
kind of synthesis should give direction and impetus to further
research by pointing out the frontiers of knowledge and should
convey, ultimately, an image of the field and of work done, in
progress, or to be desired to both the Assyriologist and all
scholars who care to know about Assyriology.

In both these kinds of syntheses, we have made little effort
and had less success. With regard to the first kind, one has to
remember that the Assyriologist has at his disposal but a small
section of material. Any new excavation and any other find can
endanger and perhaps overthrow the conclusions he has
reached. This can place a severe strain on the creative activity
and the scholarly élan of those who do not find it easy to discard
carefully worked out conclusions. Of course, the classical scholar
may also have to face new and surprising data, but only excep-
tionally can such data be compared in scope and relevance to
what the Assyriologist has every right to expect. Another
hazard, touched on above, concerns the difficulty of synthesizing
data coming from an alien civilization, a civilizarion that is
reflected solely in the dull and distorting mirror of documents
written in a language long dead. It is necessary, but extremely
difficult, to free oneself from one’s own ingrained concepts in
attempting to organize data pertaining to another civilization.
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But in what other way can a Western scholar evaluate the tenor,
mood, and sincerity of a polytheistic religion or comprehend the
delicate complexities in the workings of alien institutions that
only inadvertently shed light on the numerous questions he has
to ask? And if the wrong questions are posed, the answers
obtained surely will be wrong or at least misleading.

With regard to an over-all synthesis that purports to embrace
the entire field, the following procedure usually has been
applied. All extant data that can be easily and, for the most
part, uncritically collected are projected, in complete disregard
for chronological, regional, and contextual differences, upon one
level in time and one dimension in space within a framework
that reflects nothing but the cultural background of the scholar
at work. When one thus “synchronizes” and “consolidates” an
array of data, one can achieve rather easily what the undemand-
ing reader and the layman would term reasonable coverage.
When all data are summarily pigeonholed into the conventional
framework of such headings as “king,” “temple,” “religious
life,” “mythology,” “magic,” “family,” and so on, the goal of
the presentation is believed to have been reached. It is, of course,
easy to shrug one’s shoulders over such glib popularizations and
leave them to marginal scholars and certain loquacious archeo-
logists, but one has to confess that this attitude on the part of
an Assyriologist would border on cowardice. The battle for
synthesis is the battle he is to fight, and this battle should be
considered his raison d’étre, even though it is a battle that can
know no victorious outcome. The battle as such must be the
task of the Assyriologist.

Typically, however, we tend to escape into peripheral
skirmishes. The field of Assyriology has grown so wide and so
complex that not more than a handful of scholars can claim to be
at home in its manifold domains. Most Assyriologists restrict
their interest to apparently well-documented subdivisions and
often select, in premature specialization, a specific area as their
field of research. Such work is more likely to yield a feeling of
satisfaction, achievement, and security than the continuous
endeavor to keep abreast of the incessant changes created by the
afflux of new texts, new interpretations, and new meanings.
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Consequently, the scholarly journals in the field of Assyriology
are devoted to learned editions of individual texts, if not frag-
ments of text, and of small groups of documents, and technical
discussions of a selection of small-scale problems that happen to
be the fashion of the day. Even important additions to our text
material are rarely presented in systematic correlation to an
over-all frame of reference.

If what has been said sounds like a long-winded preamble
intended to offer the Assyriologist a panacea and a new way, let
the reader be assured that I do not believe that the diagnosis of
our malaise allows for simple medication.

There are, none the less, indications of the direction in which
one must look to remedy the situation here outlined. Spectacular
successes in the interpretation of cuneiform texts dealing with
mathematics and astronomy are quite obviously the result of
close co-operation between the Assyriologist and the mathe-
matician and astronomer interested in the history of his dis-
cipline. And it is no accident that in both these instances the
initiative came from outside the field of Assyriology. Similar,
if not so spectacular, successes have been experienced in the
study of legal documents from Mesopotamia; here again,
stimulus came from the historian of law.

This may be, at last, the solution of many probiems that beset
Assyriology. Perhaps the descriptive linguist will help us throw
off the fetters that are hampering our progress in the under-
standing of both the Sumerian and the Akkadian languages;
the historian of medicine may well contribute essentially toward
the understanding of numerous medical texts in cuneiform that
so far have not received adequate treatment; and the historian
of technology will show us the way in which we should investi-
gare, for example, the tablets describing the manufacture of
colored glass and help us to understand the elaborate technical
terminology referring to the science of metallurgy. But in this
respect one must not stop at the physical sciences. Assyrio-
logists need the understanding and sustained co-operation of
interested scholars in economics, the social sciences, and, above
all, in cultural anthropology, in order to achieve a better
understanding of the institutional structure of Mesopotamia and
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especially of the religion, or better, the religions, of the entire
region that have been handed down to us in countless
documents.

And the Assyriologist need not be afraid that his discipline
will enjoy only an ancillary role in such collaborations—quite
the opposite will be the case. No history of science and techno-
logy that claims scholarly status can be written when its author
has to rely on inadequate translations of cuneiform texts per-
taining to his subject. The Assyriologist should become aware
that he holds the keys to a potential wealth of information
covering more than two millennia of one of the first great
civilizations. If he is in need of a raison d’étre, here it is.

All this is not meant to be a “programme,” but neither
should it be simply called wishful thinking—it is a way, well
worth considering, out of the stagnation from which we suffer,
a stagnation of which the most salient symptoms are the
shrinkage of topics selected for research, the “flight into special-
ization,” and the scarcity of students who once used to stray
from theology into the perhaps greener pastures of a new and
venturesome discipline.

If the new directions here surveyed mean that Assyriology
will eventually move away from the humanities and nearer to
cultural anthropology, I shall shed no tear. The humanities have
never been successful in treating alien civilizations with that
tender care and deep respect that such an undertaking demands.
Their conceptual tools are geared to integration on their own
terms and to assimilation along Western standards.*

* For a critical review of the attitude expressed in this section (" Assyriology—

Why and How'™), the reader is referred to D. J. Wiseman, ““The Expansion of
Assyrian Scudies: An Inaugural Lecture” (School of Oriental and African Studies,

University of London, 1962).
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CHAPTER The Maklng

of Mesopotamia

THE BACKGROUND
THE SETTING
THE ACTORS

THE WORLD AROUND

Early in the fourth millennium ».c. there occurred in southwest
Asia a phenomenon of lasting importance for the history of
man: the appearance in quick succession of a group of culture
foci. Among them were those which were eventually to give
rise to the self-contained and characteristic civilizations which
we may identify by the names of the river valleys that harbored
them: the civilizations of the Indus Valley, Euphrates Valley,
and Nile Valley. Apart from these, a number of smaller foci
came into evidence at that time, or somewhat later, in the same
region. Equally endowed with characteristic features and unique
formulations, they seem to have been either hampered and
stunted or delayed in their internal evolution by factors of
geopolitical or accidental nature. Elam, South Arabia, and Syria
offer examples, though others may still be buried under the
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countless tells of the entire region. One essential feature of the
phenomenon seems to have been the accretion of satellite
civilizations in locations peripheral to the river valley civiliza-
tions. Typically, they originated through contact between the
principal or nuclear civilization and new ethnic groups with
their own cultural traditions. Here, the much later Hittite and
Urartian formulations offer obvious examples, and we may well
expect more such instances to become known or to be
recognized.

The Backgrbund

The unique concentration of culture foci extending from the
upland rtributaries of the Indus to the first cataract of the Nile
seems to have blossomed forth from a far more extensive
welter of anonymous, incipient, and locally restricted small
centers. In these man had achieved, in the preceding millennia,
a fusion of his demands and expectations with the ecological and
technological realities of the setting, which he translated into
that specific way of life we term rather inadequately village
culture.! From such villages, diversified as they must have been
in that wide arc of land, the river valley civilizations are separa-
ted by a gap which we are as yet unable to bridge with theories
or narrow with new information.

With their persistent dynamism and their innate directional
pressure, the great civilizations represent a new departure.
Both timing and location suggest strongly the existence of some
internal relationship which presents an important challenge to
our inquisitiveness.

Southwest Asia as such does not form a natural unit. It
includes a wide variety of geographical and ecological conditions,
such as alluvial river valleys, highlands and swamps, grazing
land on flanks of hills, piedmont regions and fertile mountain
valleys, as well as arid stretches, even extensive deserts of stone
and sand. It is only partially isolated from surrounding terri-
tories. Offshore islands along the seas lessen the terror of the
endless horizon, and the mountain chains, though sometimes
formidable, are interrupted by passes that prevent complete
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isolation. There are only a few natural and effective boundary
lines, such as the backbone of the mountains sweeping westward
from the Pamirs, the Caucasus Mountains, and the expanse of
the Indian Ocean, although the much less impenetrable bodies
of water, the Black, Aegean, and Mediterranean seas provide a
rather effective insulation toward the north and the west. How
then were the regions in which these several civilizations came
into being linked together?

Quite possibly, accident and the spade of a lucky archeologist
will offer us, one day, if not the solution, such novel material as
will direct our research into a rewarding channel. For the time
being, however, we must look in another direction. It seems that
the domestication of a number of plants and animals, as a stage
in the history of man in southwest Asia, had achieved its main
and most important results in the millennium or more preced-
ing the period we are interested in. These plants and animals, as
well as the entire inventory of techniques necessary to utilize
them effectively, were distributed variously over the entire
range of land we are discussing and constituted a unifying bond
which should be made the object of intensive investigation.?
Botanists and zoGlogists will have to combine efforts to locate
the centers of domestication, to trace the lines of diffusion, and
to study the transitions that led, for example, to the cultivation
of domestic grasses, the keeping of herds as a way of accumu-
lating wealth, and the raising of fruit trees, such as the date
palm. The climatologists will establish and date earlier climatic
changes that will allow us insight into the lines of communica-
tion open or closed at specific periods berween these several
culture foci. The work of these scholars will be furthered—and,
of course, complicated—by the fact that Mesopotamian records
mentioning these plants and animals, as well as tools, will actu-
ally elucidate the period in which writing was as yer unknown,
particularly since a considerable section of the Sumerian
vocabulary bearing on the material culture of Mesoporamia
contains terms and designations that do not seem to be Sume-
rian and do not belong to any early Semitic (proto-Akkadian)
language. These words may conceivably echo one or more much
older language substrata and thus relate to the previous carriers
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of what we propose to term Euphrates Valley civilization.
Moreover, there is ample evidence in the geographical names
along the two rivers and in many names of the deities custom-
arily associated with the Sumerian pantheon that they may be-
long to that same older language or to several of them. Definite
possibilities are thus offered to reach beyond the Sumerian of the
earliest texts for evidence bearing on the relations that link
Mesopotamia to the east, the north, and the west. All this is,
admittedly, extremely difficult and may not bring satisfactory
results, especially as what remains of the Indus Valley civilization
is not likely to yield evidence of a linguistic nature. Yet,one might
venture along this line of approach by utilizing as a source of
information pre-Sumerian terms (see p. 49) dealing with the
social and economic spheres of life and other terms referring to
stones, plants, and animals. The main purpose in discussing this
avenue of research is to draw the reader’s attention to the fact
that the civilization that arose in Mesopotamia was not an
isolated phenomenon and that it cannot be separated from the
world into which it grew.

Another observation which bears on the prehistory of this
civilization is suggested by the fact that it was of a composite
nature. In this respect, linguistic discoveries to date do not ade-
quately reflect the complexities of the background. As we have
seen, the Sumerian language extends our horizon beyond the
Akkadian, which takes us barely beyond the last centuries of the
third millennium; both yield evidence of borrowed words that
reflect one or more preceding culture levels. In addition to these,
the commingling of words of obvious Semitic origin indicates
the presence of speakers of more than one early Semitic lan-
guage either along or near the course of the Euphrates. Akkadian
itself, as the first recorded Semitic language, offers a meager and
restricted picture in its earliest material (known as Old Ak-
kadian), due in part to the nature of its subject matter and its
style. This linguistic homogeneity does not artest, necessarily,
to a similar ethnic background. The Akkadian language, as we
know from its history through nearly two millennia, had a
remarkable ability to resist foreign influences, even those we
know to have been strong and pervasive. Thus it cannot be
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ruled out that the Semitic component of Mesopotamian civil-
ization was as complex and diversified in that very early period
as it was, for example, in the middle of the second and of the
first millennia, when Semites who did not speak Akkadian
(“Western Semites” and “Arameans”) exercised considerable
political and cultural influence but left hardly any trace in the
Akkadian texts of these periods.

In repeated fusions Mesopotamian civilization was, then, built
up in several layers. In each of these layers novel situations,
borrowed concepts, and essential reinterpretations of tradition-
bound expressions were cast into familiar molds and adjusted to
fit the range of expression considered adequate for the specific
subject matter, be it in the realm of economics, social and
political life, theology, or belles lettres. And exactly as any phase
or attitude of Mesopotamian civilization at a given moment in
history represents an amalgam of diverse strains, so should
every facet of its earliest expressions—whether objects, build-
ings, or words—be regarded a priori as the complex finial in
which converge several lines of development rather than
representative of early and “primitive” attempts toward
formulation. However far we go back in time, we must not
assume that we have reached a cultural stage in Mesopotamia
that one would be justified in characterizing as “primitive.”

The Setting

Babylonia and Assyria lay within that stretch of more or less
fertile soil which, peripheral to the huge arid subcontinent of
Arabia, sweeps northwest from the marshes and the shores of
the Persian Gulf along the rivers and the ranges of the Zagros
to fuse into the plateaus and hills that pile up toward the Taurus
and the Lebanon and lead to the Mediterranean Sea and, south-
ward, to Egypt. The Euphrates, especially in the last third of its
course, sharply marks off the fertile land from the arid territory
extending beyond its western bank, but the Tigris hardly forms
a boundary. This situation, of course, had its polirical conse-
quences. The frontiers between Mesopotamia and the mountain
regions that accompany the Tigris to the northeast and the
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upper Euphrates to the north never became stabilized. In fact,
they constituted the line of contact between Mesopotamia and
those regions that proved more or less effective links with the
flatlands of inner Asia. Through the passes of these mountains
came such essential materials as metals (especially tin), precious
stones, aromatic matter, and rimber, all in great demand in the
lowlands, where increasing prosperity based on agriculrure made
its inhabitants feel the lack of such materials. Only rarely were
these contacts peaceful. The mountain tribes exerted a con-
tinuous pressurc against the inhabitants of the plains, whose
resistance depended on their momentary political and economic
situation. At times, the mountaineers entered the plains as
workmen or mercenaries, at others they infiltrated as bandits or
descended en masse to conquer cities and kingdoms and to rule
over them. This menace evoked different reactions in Babylonia
and in Assyria. The Babylonians, probably in continuation of the
Sumerian artitude as illustrated by the setting of the Enmerkar
story (see Glossary), seem to have exercised a civilizing influence
which stimulated the growth of hybrid buffer states in the zones
of contact or assimilated existing civilizations there. Elam, with
its capital Susa, in the plains, and Lullubu, in a mountain valley
of strategic importance, exemplify the results of this Babylonian
policy. Assyria, however, in order to obtain security from in-
vasions, attempted consciously and consistently to colonize and
eventually to subjugate the regions which harbored these
menacing tribes. The constant fighting of the Assyrian kings on
this “mountain front™ will occupy us later.

Toward the southeast, the Persian Gulf with its lictoral and
islands formed a frontier of Babylonia that functioned as barrier
as well as an avenue of communication in the course of Meso-
potamian history. The shipping lanes of the gulf for a time
formed a tenuous bur rather effective link with the east—
whether this was Oman, or Magan and Meluhha, still further
out—through which came new plants and animals as well as
timber and precious stones. For some undetermined reason
these links failed to function for about a millennium, from the
Hammurapi period to the downfall of Assyria.3

The Euphrates, with vast reaches of desert lands on its western
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bank, formed the south and southwest border. Due to ecological
conditions, contacts occurred sporadically in the south (perhaps
along the littoral) and, more regularly and effectively, along the
middle course of the river. Through certain corridors of
approach, repeated invasions and a continuous process of
infiltration brought smaller and larger Semitic-speaking tribes
into the region between the rivers and even across the Tigris.
Sheep and donkey nomads, they either settled in some kind of
semipermanent camp or moved with their animals between
summer and winter pastures.* Their cultural contribution to
Mesopotamian civilization—apart from the language which an
early group brought along—remains still to be determined but
should not be underestimated. The nomadic element as such—
whatever specialized and specific way of life this term may cover
at any given time—provided an extremely important factor, the
influence of which made itself felt in many aspects of Meso-
potamian civilization. Certain phases in the political and social
history of the region, certain attitudes toward war and overland
trade and, above all, to urbanism can be explained only as an
expression of nomadic outlook.

The last frontier to be enumerated here is that toward the
west. As yet, its importance in the development and possibly
also in the origins of Mesopotamian civilization cannot be
gauged. Neither is it possible as yet to trace the several com-
ponents of the complex of influences to which Asia Minor, the
Mediterranean coast, and even the islands beyond the coast are
bound to have contributed through the Syrian intermediary.
Several well-traveled roads supported a process of continuous
give and take, intensified at times by conquest and political
incorporation, a contact that was maintained even in times of
war and turmoil through essential trade routes between the
bend of the Euphrates and the cities of the littoral of the
Mediterranean Sea.

It is customary to designate the two principal local formula-
tions through which Mesopotamian civilization speaks to us by
the political terms Babylonia and Assyria. This north-south
dichotomy is to be found in all the evidence available for our
investigation, either overtly or hidden under a consciously
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applied Babylonization in Assyria. The Babylonian formulation
of Mesopotamian civilization is a little older than the Assyrian
and shows more obviously the influence of its Sumerian com-
ponent, while the Assyrian, which developed under quite
different political, social, and ethnic pressures, remained
throughout its entire history receptive toward the sister civiliza-
tion to the south. This receptive attitude in Assyria was subject
to an ever-deepening and embittering ambivalence which
pervaded the political, religious, and intellectual life of Assyria.
The relationship to Babylonia provided Assyria with a fateful
challenge which affected the very core of its existence. We shall
repeatedly have occasion to point out in derail what this com-
plicated relationship meant to Assyria as a state, as a community
in search of self-expression, and as a bearer of the common
Mesopotamian civilization.

The heartland of Babylonia was downstream from present-
day Baghdad or, better, from the point where the two rivers,
the Euphrates and the Tigris, approach each other so closely as
to leave a stretch of only about twenty miles between them. It
was not situated in the alluvial plain between the two rivers, but
rather on the banks along several courses of the Euphrates that
fanned out in a number of channels during the known history
of the region. At times, Babylonia reached beyond the Tigris,
into the flatlands and the foothills of the Zagros range, generally
along the eastern tributaries of the Tigris. Its political and
cultural influence extended upstream along both rivers, on the
Euphrates as far as Mari and beyond, on the Tigris as far as
Assur. Only when seen from the west, from the shores of the
Mediterranean, does “Mesopotamia” mean a land between two
rivers.s

The heartland of Assyria is less well defined. Without natural
frontiers, Assyria was engaged in a constant process of expansion
and retraction, expanding from a region along the middle
course of the Tigris further east toward the piedmeont, into the
fertile valleys upstream and downstream along the Tigris, and
to the southwest, across Upper Mesopotamia, as far as the large
bend of the Euphrates, the gateway to the riches and the marvels
of the west. As quickly as Assyria was able, at times, to expand in
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these three directions, as suddenly could it retract to its heart-
land. In systole and diastole, the Assyrian hub kept the entire
Near East in a state of unrest for about a millennium. Where
the sources of this dynamism were located, we cannot tell.
The two rivers represent the most salient topographical
feature of Mesopotamia and furnish us, moreover, in addition
to that of Egypt, with another agricultural civilization in the
ancient Near East dependent upon irrigation, thus offering the
opportunity for revealing comparisons.® The Tigris and Eu-
phrates both descend from the Armenian mountains, fed by a
number of mountain streams. The courses of some of these
tributaries are, at one place, only fifteen miles apart, making it
thus practically impossible to reach Mesopotamia without
crossing either the Tigris or the Euphrates. After breaking
through the last hills, the courses differ widely in direction and
character. The Tigris flows swiftly east and then southeast
parallel to the Zagros ranges, passing near Nineveh, Calah,
and Assur—all three capitals of successive Assyrian empires. It
enters the plain upstream from Samarra and touches Opis and
Seleucia, the last capital of Babylonia. Downstream, its course
underwent many changes in the historic period, which pre-
vented the growth of permanent settlements on its banks. It
once emptied directly into the Persian Gulf, but it now joins the
Euphrates to form the Shatt-al-*Arab. All its tributaries rise in
the eastern mountains: the Khoser that flows past Nineveh, the
Upper or Greater Zab that joins the Tigris near Calah, the
Lower or Lesser Zab, the Adhem and two other tributaries that
flowed at times through densely populated regions—the
Diyala [Akk. Mé-Turna(t), Turna(t)] and the Duweirig [Akk.
Tuplias$]. Quire different is the course of the Euphrates. When
it leaves the mountains it runs southwest and reaches a point
where only ninety miles separate it from the Mediterranean
Sea. Then it turns south in a wide bend and, beyond Carchemish,
eventually southeast, receiving only two tributaries, the Balikh
and the Khabur on the left bank. It reaches the alluvial plain
below Hit, near the Tigris. The wide loop formed by the two
rivers makes Upper Mesopotamia an island, and indeed it is
today called Gezirah by the Arabs. From Hit, the river runs a
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course which, although it changed from time to time, is studded
with old cities as far as the marshy regions of the southeast,
where the river empties into the Persian Gulf.? The Euphrates
carries less water than the Tigris; its current is much slower and
permits navigation much further upstream. Annual flooding is
characteristic of both rivers and deeply influenced all life in
Babylonia proper, where alone it was of vital importance. The
two rivers follow a similar pattern: autumn rains in the uplands
cause a general swelling of the water through winter and spring
till the melting snow in the Armenian mountains makes the
crest of the flood reach the plains in April and May, the Eu-
phrates cresting later than the Tigris. The water subsides in
June, and the level sinks to its lowest in September and October.
Thus, the timing of the inundation in Mesopotamia is not nearly
as favorable for cereal agriculture as is the case in Egypt, where
the flood occurs at such a time that the fields can be planted
after the water has receded and its fertilizing mud has been
deposited. Since the flood stage is reached so late in the season in
Mesopotamia, it was essential to prepare dikes and levees to
protect the green fields from the water. It required special
earthworks to store the water and to distribute it where and
when it was needed. Equally important, the late flooding
increased the tendency of the soil toward salinization due to
rapid evaporation in the increasing heat.® This progressive
salinization of irrigated soil cuts down its yield and after periods
that may vary in length, necessitates the relocation of agricul-
tural territories. Changes of that nature, of course, deeply affect
the prosperity of a settlement or an entire region. They even-
tually cause disturbing shifts in the density of the population.
There is still another detrimental feature caused by the lateness
and the swiftness of the annual flooding of the Euphrates. The
mud suspended in the swollen river was far less fertile than that
carried by the Nile, and, since it could not be immediately
deposited on the fields in any quantity, it clogged the canals
that carried the water inland. This silting diminished the
capacity of the watercourses. The canals had to be re-dredged or
replaced by new ones. For these reasons, the digging of new
canals and the resettlement of the population on new soil
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formed an essential part of the economic and political program
of a responsible sovereign, rivaling in importance the mainten-
ance of the dikes.

Two ecologic conditions can be discerned in Mesoporamia:
first, the landscape of the alluvial plains piled up by the two
rivers which push their accumulation of silt into the Persian
Gulf. The continuous rise of the ground is counteracted by a
tectonic sinking movement which, together with other circum-
stances, causes a rise in the water table.® This rise not only robs
archeologists of much of the lower strata (especially early Old
Babylonian), now impossible to excavate, but also increases the
speed of salinization of the topsoil wherever it is irrigated. The
higher land of this type is suitable for pasture (especially in
spring) and, when irrigated, for cereal agriculture, gardening,
and, in the south, for the growing of date palms, which have a
high tolerance to brackish water. In low-lying regions, cane
grows in the numerous swamps. The so-called Marsh Arabs use
cane with great ingenuity, by itself and in combination with
clay, for house and boat-building, thus maintaining a semi-
aquatic way of life along the rivers and on man-made earth
platforms in and around swamps.1° The other landscape is that
of the fertile valleys in the hills and along the tributaries of the
Tigris where sufficient rainfall permits the growing of a good
crop of barley and where even today the yield equals, if not
surpasses, that of the irrigated fields in the plain. There is
sufficient pasture to raise sheep and goats for additional food
and income, and there is stone for building purposes, and, at
one time at least, there was timber. The region around the
sources of the Khabur River, a tributary of the Euphrates in
central Upper Mesopotamia, was especially fertile because of
its volcanic soil.

As in all the countries from the Pamirs to the Nile, the
domesticated grasses formed the mainstay of sedentary life,
from the earliest village level to the metropolis of the latest
period of the ancient Near East. These were barley, emmer-
wheat, wheat, and millet. Of these, millet was of the least
importance (in contradistinction to India and Africa), and barley
was utilized much more than wheat. In fact, one can easily
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observe a connection between the preferred grasses and other
domesticated plants: Mesopotamia proper is the land of barley,
beer, and sesame oil, while toward the west one reaches the
“Kulturkreis” of wheat, wine, and olive oil—all clearly in
evidence in texts from Assyria, and even more frequently
mentioned in those from Alalakh and Ugarit, and in the Old
Testament. With barley goes unleavened bread and other dishes
prepared from this versatile grain, while wheat is used in
leavened bread and various sweetmeats. The ground seeds of
the sesame!oe—also known in the Indus Valley civilization—
yield a rather pungent oil which together with fats of animal
origin (tallows and some kind of butter preparation) provided
the principal source of energy. Leguminous plants do not
seem to have been of grear dietary importance in Mesopotamia;
in fact, they appear only rarely in first-millennium texts as
against those of the Ur Il period. The most frequently mentioned
vegetables are various kinds of onions, garlic, and leeks; turnips
are rare. Equally essential seem to have been aromatic and spicy
seeds, such as watercress, mustard, cumin, and coriander; they
were used together with salt to enliven the dull and monotonous
fare of soupy cereal dishes. Flax was grown for its fiber rather
than for the oily seeds that were used as medicine. As for fruit
trees, the date palm was of primary economic importance and
yielded the most popular supply of sweet food. Honey was rare
and apparently collected mainly from wild bees. The date palm
as one of the earliest domesticated plants of southern Baby-
lonia—no wild-growing species has been discovered—requires
the services of the horticulturist in pollination if a substantial
crop of dates is to be harvested. Its fruit can be easily preserved
and represents an essential source of the calories needed in the
diet of a working population. In the first millennium an alcoholic
beverage was prepared from dates, replacing the barley malt
beer of the periods up to the middle of the second millennium.
Vineyards were cultivated as a rule only in Upper Mesopotamia,
though there is some evidence of the use of dried grapes and
wine in the south during the very early and very late periods.
Other fruit trees were rarely grown; apples, figs, pears, pome-
granates, and some kind of plum are mentioned, but their
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cultivation seems to have had no economic importance. It has
to be borne in mind that our texts deal nearly exclusively with
essential staples produced for temple and palace, or on large
estates in private or feudal tenure. There must have been a
number of domesticated plants raised in small fields and
gardens which supplied additional food to certain strata of the
population. It should be noted, furthermore, that the inventory
of domesticated plants remained stable throughout three
millennia, although the Persians are said to have introduced
rice into Babylonian agriculture.

Turning now to domestic animals, it is clear that their selec-
tion was dictated by a desire for a ready supply of fresh meat.
Goats, sheep, pigs, and other animals, such as stags and antelopes,
are mentioned early. Goats, sheep, and pigs were easily domes-
ticated, yielding not only their meat but also—an unplanned but
highly important result—their wool (sheep) and hair (goats); but
stags and antelopes proved a failure. Such experiments in dom-
estication, which are also attested in the Old Kingdom of Egypt,
ceased in Mesopotamia with the Ur Il and the early Old Babylon-
ian periods.!* Goats and sheep were kept in large flocks under the
supervision of shepherds, who were either in charge of herds
belonging to temple or palace or took care of the animals for
the owners, who received a fixed share of the proceeds. The
latter practice appears mainly in the first millennium s.c.

Several breeds of Bovidae are represented by early Meso-
potamian artists, though not differentiated in economic docu-
ments. Their relation to eastern breeds as well as to those
apparently native to western regions is still a moot question.
They were used primarily as animals of traction for plowing,
rarely for pulling wagons, and also before the threshing sledge.
In herds they seem to have been kept only by palace or temple,
due, no doubt, to the necessity of moving herds to winter
pastures. Milk, made into various kinds of cheese, and burter
prepared for storage (ghee) are well attested.

Among the Equidae, the donkey was always the beast of
burden and rarely used for riding.’2 As the last of the Equidae
which came into Mesopotamia, the horse is mentioned from at
least the Ur I period onward. Its main use was to draw war
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chariots which, in the course of the second millennium, evolved
into a very efficient weapon. The horse acquired added military
importance when the Assyrians introduced cavalry into their
army after the ninth century B.c. Mules of various crossbreeds
were known and appreciated.

As for domesticated fowls, we meet a different problem;
from the Sumerian period to the Persian, geese and ducks are
frequently mentioned and likewise a type of partridge (perhaps
the francolin), a bird called kurkd, and others, yet it cannot be
established how far one can speak in these instances of true
domestication.’s But the fowler or bird keeper is mentioned
frequently in texts, and we know of the practice of fattening the
birds with dough.13s

Mention should also be made of the dog, which seems to have
been kept as pet and as the helpmate of the shepherd; the use
of hounds is also attested.

Kings kept lions in cages or pits from the Ur Ill period on, but
only Assyrian rulers mention that they hunted them, and they
liked to be represented in this dangerous exploit. Nimrod,
“the mighty hunter,” was an Assyrian king.!3® Elephants (along
the middle Euphrates and the Khabur), wild bulls, and ostriches
were likewise pursued by these royal hunters, who at times kept
wild animals in parks and reported with pride on their charges.1+
Apart from this Assyrian royal custom—to be exact, apart from
royal and ritual hunting—the chase to obtain animals for food
or to diminish the number of predators on the flocks was not
practiced in Mesopotamia.

The fish in rivers, swamps, lakes, and the sea were used on a
large scale as food dried or preserved in salt only up to the
middle of the second millennium g.c., and that with markedly
decreasing frequency. The economic texts up to the early Old
Babylonian period enumerate large quantities of a variety of
fish in contexts that indicate the importance of the fishing
industry for the community. The lexical texts corroborate the
popularity of fish with their endless lists of fish names. Later and
Assyrian texts, however, rarely speak of fish and fishing. The
word fisherman even came to denote, in Neo-Babylonian Uruk,

a lawless person.!s
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Bactrian camels and dromedaries camein as foreign animals,sa
normally as booty; monkeys from India and Africa were also
known; and in the Amarna lerters we find a Babylonian king
requesting from the Egyptian pharaoh (Amenopbhis IV) lifelike
(possibly stuffed) specimens of Egyptian “animals that live
either on land or in the river”—probably meaning the crocodile
or hippopotamus.t¢ Clearly, the king had heard of these strange
animals and wanted to see and exhibit them in his palace.

The Actors

Before speaking of the “actors” that are known to have appeared
on the stage on which was enacted what we call Mesopotamian
civilization, it should be stressed that our knowledge is based
almost exclusively on documentary evidence and that the groups
we are able to single out and to differentiate are characterized
as such only by their use of a specific language that happens to
have been preserved in writing. We cannot define and describe
the racial or ethnic groups. The relation between these three
categories, linguistic, racial and ethnic, is exceedingly complex in
Mesopotamia and still far from being sufficiently investigated.
Although it is rather generally understood that racial, ethnic,
and linguistic categories only rarely correspond in such complex
civilizations, attention may be drawn to the fact that even the
written texts offer no reliable testimony as to the language
actually used by the society which produced them. This is
especially true for Mesopotamia, where, more often than we
like to assume, an extreme and consistent traditionalism sepa-
rated the language written by the scribe from that spoken by
him and by others around him in daily life.

Many peoples passed through Mesopotamia, and quite a
number left documents in writing. From the time when the
linguistic affinities of the inhabitants of Mesopotamia become
clear until the end of their political independence, the most
important settled inhabitants in the south are known as Sumer-
ians, Babylonians, and Chaldeans, and in the north and west
as Assyrians, Hurrians, and Arameans. Of the invaders
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who succeeded at times in establishing themselves in parts of
Mesopotamia, we have written evidence that ranges from word
lists, isolated words, and lists of personal names to an impressive
and diversified corpus of literature. Here can be enumerated the
Quti, the western Semites (Amorites), the Kassites, the Elamites,
and the Hittites. The Elamites and Hittites came into Meso-
potamia only for short raiding expeditions; there must have
been others who have left their traces in that considerable
number of early (up to the end of the second millennium)
personal names that cannot be assigned to any known language,
i.e., neither to the Sumerian nor to any Semitic dialect. More
traces of such groups appear in sections of the Sumerian and
Akkadian vocabulary that do not seem to have belonged
originally to either of these languages. When the conquest of
Nineveh by the Medes (612 B.c.) and that of Babylon by the
Persians (539 B.c.) brought the political independence of Meso-
potamia to an end, the subsequent history of the region still
followed the same pattern. Alexander the Great conquered
Babylonia, which was at that time a satrapy of the Persian
Empire under the Achaemenids; the Parthians, coming down
from the Iranian plateau, put an end to the rule of the successors
of Alexander—the Scleucid kings, who had made Seleucia on the
Tigris the capital of the realm. The Parthians in turn fell—after
half a millennium—to the Persians, at that time under a
Sassanian dynasty.

The first intelligibly written documents from Mesopotamia
(from Uruk, Ur, and Djemdet-Nasr) are in Sumerian.'? It is
quite likely that the Sumerians had adapted for their own use
an already existing system and technique of writing. This seems
to have been the creation of a lost and earlier, either native or
alien, civilization, which may or may not have had some
relation to the foreign elements in the Sumerian vocabulary,
the topographical names of the region, and, possibly, the names
of the gods worshiped there. The Sumerians were only one
of several ethnic groups to which a proro-Akkadian group
speaking some early Semitic dialect also belonged. Out of these
elements grew by coalescence and accretion a Mesopotamian
civilization. 1t seems to have arisen within an astonishingly short
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period, and persisted in various minor and major transforma-
tions for more than three millennia, having an important effect
on surrounding civilizations and stimulating others into specific
reactions. The linguistic affiliation of Sumerian is still completely
obscure. It represents possibly only one of several languages.
spoken by groups which must have moved from the mountain
regions through lower Mesopotamia in the formative centuries
of the protohistorical period. In Uruk, in southern Mesopotamia,
Sumerian civilization seems to have reached its creative peak.
This is pointed out repeatedly in the references to this city in
religious and, especially, in literary texts, including those of
mythological content; che historical tradition as preserved in
the Sumerian king-list confirms it. From Uruk the center -of
political gravity seems to have moved to Ur. Then began the
continuous process of upstream advance that may have started
in Eridu and reached out eventually as far as Assur on the Tigris
and Mari on the Euphrates. Political aspiration and economic
potential pushed forward in that direction, incorporating new
cities and regions which became politically predominant, while
the older areas retracted, congealed, and even fossilized. Thus
the political centers were on the move from Ur to Kish, to
Akkad, to Babylon, and eventually to Assur. In Assyria a
parallel dislocation made itself felt; the capital shifted from
Assur to Calah and then to Nineveh. The movement in the
south exhibited another strange feature: it allowed at times a
power vacuum to appear, a period of reversal to become notice-
able. The city of Nippur lay in such a vacuum for a time, as did
the city of Sippar, further to the north. Eventually the entire
south lapsed into stagnation, abandoning the political initiative
to the rulers of the northern cities. The succession of events
shows recurrent irregularities which indicate the repeated efforts
of the south (Ur III and Larsa) to seize political and cultural
leadership again, and illustrate the intensity of the underlying
struggle. The growing preference given to the use of the
Akkadian language instead of the Sumerian reflects only inade-
quately the scope of the conflict, which was neither racial nor
political but rather one between two social and spiritual ways
of life. These tensions are related to certain essential changes in
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the structure of Mesopotamian civilization, such as the rise of
royal power and the concomitant decline of the temple’s posi-
tion, the shift from the city-state concept and the pertinent
interurban relations to that of a policy of supremacy on a
geopolitical horizon, and changes in the family structure, the
tull scope of which is still unknown. Neither language affilia-
tions nor political aims separated the changing attitrudes through
which the Sumerian formulation of Mesopotamian civilization
disappeared in an internal breakup. The rich literature of that
period could well furnish us with some information if one could
rid oneself of the preconception that everything written in
Sumerian necessarily reflects “Sumerian” as against “Semitic”
civilization.

The subject matter of Sumerian texts ranges widely, from
administrative documents (Uruk, Ur, Fara, and the immense
bulk of the Ur HI texts from Ur, Nippur, Telloh, Drehem, and
Djokha), royal inscriptions (predominantly from the rulers of
Laga3), and literary works, such as hymns, lamentations, con-
jurations, and prayers, to law codes, legal decisions, proverbs,
and myths, coming to a large extent from Nippur. The transfer
to Akkadian occurred in stages; certain text groups, for example
those originating from the palace (the codes and royal inscrip-
tions), appear first in the new medium, others disappear alto-
gether (the legal decisions, the royal hymns, with only a few
exceptions) or are provided with interlinear Akkadian trans-
lations (conjurations and so forth), others reappear, transposed
into a new key (mythological and epic texts) in Akkadian. The
entire transference from Sumerian into Akkadian was, needless
to stress, far more complex and interconnected a process than
the preceding statement can suggest. It also had a far-reaching
influence on the subsequent history of Mesopotamian
civilization.

Most important in this respect is the fact that the transfer was
incomplete. During the last third of the Old Babylonian period
the translation of Sumerian texts stopped and such texts as
remained extant in Sumerian were retained within the literary
tradition in their original language, while new texts added to the
literature were in Akkadian. The transfer was, so to speak,
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frozen in the act. This state expressed itself in the carefully
maintained bilinguality of the scribes who could produce royal
inscriptions in the Ur III style until the time of Assurbanipal,
when political considerations required it, who for more than
fifteen hundred years learned endless lists of Sumero-Akkadian
word equations and grammatical forms, who provided Sumerian
texts with explanatory and pronunciation glosses, and apparent-
ly did not shy away from occasionally manufacturing a Sumerian
text. The successful effort of the Mesopotamian literary tradition
to keep alive the language of Sumer as a scholarly and, in certain
respects, as a sacred language—after it had disappeared asa living
language in the first third of the second millennium—endowed
Mesopotamian literary tradition with a remarkable resilience.17s
For some time, it could even withstand the consequences of the
replacement of Akkadian by another Semitic language, the
Aramaic, and permitted the successful transplantation of the
entire tradition into the centers of learning of Assyria, even into
those outside the capitals.

With the appearance of cuneiform texts written in Old
Akkadian, the dialect of the early Semites, who seem by that
time to have settled in—or penetrated into—the region upstream
from the Sumerian centers, the first bids for over-all political
power in Mesopotamia were made. First a ruler of Umma (Lugal-
zagesi), then one of the still unidentified city of Akkad (Sargon
of Akkad), further north, embarked upon a policy of expansion
and conquest. We will never know what specific economic,
social, or ideological changes caused this shift in political outlook.
The successes of these kings henceforth had a dominant influence
on the political concepts and claims of Mesopotamian rulers.
Not only did the Sumerian dynasty of Ur (called Ur IIl) follow
Sargon’s example, but the Assyrian kings of the next millennium
or more took him as their prototype and the image on which to
model their political aspirations. The Ur dynasty itself succeeded
in creating a realm carefully and systematically articulated as to
the distribution of authority and political responsibility, with
governors in outlying provinces such as Elam, Mari, and far-off
Assyria.’8 Though apparently more solid in structure than the
suddenly expanding and unstable dominion of Sargon and
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Naram-Sin, the splendor of Ur proved equally short-lived. The
Akkadian language continued to replace or, at least, compete
with Sumerian, or to restrict its application to certain realms of
life such as administration, specific types of literature, and so on.
With the rise of the dynasties of Isin, Larsa, and, eventually,
Babylon, political power moved again toward the north.
Moreover, a linguistic shift becomes evident at this period, the
first half of the second millennium B.c. On one hand, we can
observe the inroads the Akkadian (now the Old Babylonian
dialect) made in the centuries between the beginning of the
dynasty of Larsa (2025 B.c.) and the end of the dynasty of
Babylon (1595 B.c.) into the scribal tradition; on the other, we
encounter an increasing number of Semitic, but not Akkadian,
personal names in historical, legal, and administrative docu-
ments. The importance of this period for the history of Mesopo-
tamian civilization can hardly be overestimated. The kings have
their inscriptions written in Akkadian as well as Sumerian, and
their scribes begin to realize the artistic possibilities of the Old
Babylonian dialect in literary composition. On closer scrutiny,
we are able to differentiate within this dialect subdialects and
distinctive literary levels. The Old Babylonian which appears
now is a new dialect in the sense that, linguistically, it is markedly
different from Old Akkadian, which was spoken and written
up to the collapse of the dynasty of Ur IIl. The difference be-
tween Old Babylonian and Old Akkadian extends, however,
beyond linguistic features and embraces the paleography, the
system of writing (e.g., the selection of signs), and the physical
aspects of the texts (such as form and size of the tablets). All
these changes bespeak an essential change in the schooling of the
scribes and the tradition of their craft.

We may thus distinguish at this formative stage of the
Akkadian Mesopotamian tradition three levels of linguistic
differentiation—Old Akkadian, Old Babylonian, and an intru-
sive West Semitic dialect, with whatever this differentiation may
imply. The oldest level is that of Old Akkadian, attested in
Mesopotamia proper, in the regions east of the Tigris from Susa
to Gasur (Nuzi), and on the middle Euphrates (Mari), as far as
our present knowledge goes. Since a number of linguistic
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features and scribal practices link the Old Assyrian spoken in
Assur, on the Tigris, with Old Akkadian, one may well suggest
that we consider these two dialects as belonging to a branch of
the Akkadian which I propose to call—mainly for want of a
better descriptive term—the Tigridian branch. It seems to have
been spoken along that river from whence its speakers pene-
trated into Babylonia proper, held at that time (the last third of
the third millennium s.c.) by the Sumerians. In its northern and
somewhat later (Old Assyrian) form, this branch of the Akkad-
ian spread into the mountain ranges of the Zagros and even
into Anatolia. We contrast Old Akkadian, Old Assyrian, and
whatever kindred dialects may turn up one day, with the sit
venia verbo Euphratian branch whose speakers moved down-
stream along the Euphrates into Babylonia and spoke what we
call Old Babylonian. This distribution in space and time assumes
that the speakers of the earlier dialect, the Tigridian, moved—
as all later Semites did—from northern Arabia across the middle
course of the Euphrates and eastward across the Tigris into
the region between that river and the mountain ranges. The
subsequent—Euphratian—infiltration remained along the river
which we have proposed to use as a kenning for this wave of
immigrants.

In Mesopotamia proper, Old Akkadian was thus replaced by
Old Babylonian, which represents the second and most impor-
tant of the above-mentioned levels. Its importance is primarily
due to the fact that it eventually became the literary language
of the Mesopotamian tradition, which spread far beyond the
limits reached by Old Akkadian. Nearly contemporary with the
rise of the second (“Euphratian”) level appears evidence that a
sizable and politically dominant section of the population of
Mesopotamia seems to have used a new and different Semitic
language, usually called Amorite, the third level. The pertinent
evidence consists almost exclusively of personal names of a
new type. Needless to say, we must not assume that personal
names represent the extent of the “Amorite” contribution to
Mesopotamian civilization. We can only state that, for some
reason, they alone are reflected directly in written documents.
One of the peripheral dialects related to Old Akkadian, as has
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just been suggested, was spoken in and around Assur; it suc-
ceeded in maintaining itself and in growing for more than a
millennium in several stages of internal development against
the constant pressure of the language of the Mesopotamian
literary tradition. Assyriologists are wont ro set this dialect
apart from the Babylonian of the south, as Assyrian. They
insist, furthermore, on treating both dialects, the Babylonian
and the Assyrian, as being of equal status and applying to them
the same tripartite division, differentiating Old, Middle, and
Neo-Assyrian and Old, Middle, and Neo-Babylonian. But such a
symmetrical arrangement distorts the actual situation.

It would be better to assume a primary and a secondary
contrast. The primary contrast is that berween the literary
dialect, to wit, Old Babylonian, and the several dialects in which
are recorded the transactions of the administration, the corre-
spondence of private persons and officials, and the proceedings
in court from the Old Babylonian period onward, in Assyria as
well as in Babylonia, until the disappearance of the cunciform
system of writing. During the entire period, the Old Babylonian
dialect remained (with minor changes) in Babylonia—and also
in Assyria, after its acceptance there—the sole vehicle of licerary
creativeness.

The secondary contrast manifests itself only within the non-
literary texts. They fall into geographically distinct groups.
These groups show, quite by accident, a distribution in time
which favors the traditional division into three stages. Thus, we
call simply Old Assyrian the texts coming nearly exclusively
from Anatolia (Kultepe), which forms, in fact, the northern
branch of what we have just dubbed Tigrido-Akkadian, and
we call Middle Babylonian the administrative texts and letters
written in the middle of the second millennium in the south, in
Nippur, Ur, and Dur-Kurigalzu. The texts of similar nature
coming from the Assur of roughly the same period and later are
termed Middle Assyrian although a wider gap separates them
from the Old Assyrian than intervenes berween Old and
Middle Babylonian. The large body of administrative letters,
texts, and legal documents that come from Uruk, Nippur, and
from Sippar, and, to a smaller extent, from Babylon, Borsippa,
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and Ur, are referred to as Neo-Babylonian. This last represents a
dialect used in Babylonia proper from the seventh century on,
with its earliest evidence coming, strangely enough, from the
royal archives in Nineveh in Assyria.’® Other texts in the same
archives comprise most of the material we call Neo-Assyrian,
although Calah and other sites contribute texts in this dialect.z

Each of the text groups mentioned has a special setring, a
characteristic content, style, and scribal practice, and cannot be
characterized solely by linguistic features. Each deserves a special
investigation that keeps such differentiations carefully in mind.
Only rarely are the listed dialects used as vehicles for literary
purposes. Occasionally, a writer attempts a consciously new
creation which does not fit into the framework of the traditional
corpus of literary texts, or he uses the dialect for political pur-
poses. Inevitable, of course, are the traces of the influence which
these dialects exerted here and there on the spelling, grammar,
and the lexicon of the traditional texts. We intend to show what
the style and the content requirements of the royal inscriptions
owe in one way or another to the living tradition of the spec1a1
setting of each of the dialects. Much work is still to be done in
analyzing adequately the individual groups of texts that dot the
history of the Akkadian language. In the long run, this may prove
more fruitful than the practice of disposing of such problems by
assuming unilinear developments and scholastic schemes.

It is hoped that the preceding digression has contributed
toward an understanding of the crucial half millennium in
Babylonia between the earliest texts in Akkadian and the end
of the Hammurapi dynasty. The entire polirical and intellectual
history of the region was under the influence of what happened
during that period.

The rise and establishment of a literary tradition in a dialect
different from the one apparently used by the group in political
power was to repeat itself twice again under better known
circumstances, several hundred years later. In both instances,
languages new and alien to the region failed nearly completely
to leave traces. The incoming groups that spoke one or more
West Semitic dialects, in the first half of the second millennium,
and those who spoke one or more Aramaic dialects, less than a
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millennium later, all bowed to the language of the country
they had invaded or where they held political power. This is
also true of the Kassites in the middle of the second millennium.
In the case of the Kassites and Arameans, we know that the gap
between the culture of the invaders and that of the settled and
more highly developed peoples upon whom they descended was
quite substantial, so it is not surprising that the invaders, even
though they wielded the political power, should abandon their
own language and adopt that of the culturally more advanced
people whom they controlled. The situation in the earlier
instance is not so clear. We know very little of the West Semitic,
“Amorite,” invaders, neither their military strength, their
relative cultural standing, nor the specific social situations in
which they brought their weight to bear.2!

From the earliest period, with wandering groups descending
from the plateaus and deserts, to the final Arabic invasion which
created that tabula rasa on which a new way of life was to be
outlined in Mesopotamia, Semites have constituted the over-
whelming majority of the population. As tribal groups in search
of new pastures, as bands of warriors attracted by the lure of the
rich “Gardariki” (“city land” as the Nordic warriors called
Russia), they moved in a steady stream, mainly from Upper
Syria through what seems to have been specific corridors leading
either to the south or across the Tigris to the east. Apart from
their linguistic differences, the several groups of invading
Semites can also be characterized according to their attitude
toward urbanization, the crucial social and political feature of
Mesopotamia. Some of them were evidently ready to move into
existing urban settlements and might even have contributed at
times toward the phenomenon of urbanization itself; others
preferred to drift through the open country and to settle in small
and ephemeral encampments, a practice which continued from
the earliest to the most recent period in Mesopotamian history.
The latter groups always remained reluctant to pay with either
taxes or corvée labor and military service for the security granted
by a more or less effective central authority. They constituted an
element that continually fomented unrest and resistance. We
do not know how the settlement of the first groups of Semites
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in the protohistorical period came about. Wherever documents
speak to us, we find these groups well installed quite early in
cities from Assur to the north of Nippur; they do not seem to
have participated in the settling of the “deep south.” The next
invaders—speaking Old Babylonian—seem to have exercised
their influence in a smaller and a more coherent territory,
although this is to be taken as hardly more than an impression.
Their relation to the third wave—that group which shows
its presence solely by its novel personal names—remains
quite unknown. The aforementioned Amorites might well
represent a more warlike society, which we know exercised
influence over vast stretches of land, practically from the
Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf, most likely through a
ruling warrior class. The Amorites seem to have been of a
different social structure from the earlier groups of Semites that
reached Mesopotamia. Such a group—as we know them from
parallels in history—can hardly be expected to have exercised
any influence on the language of the conquered people and
would be ready to respect any culture level that they considered
superior to their own. Still, there is the possibility that these
ruling Amorite warrior families are worthy of closer attention
than is given them by modern Assyriologists, interested only in
their language as attested in their personal names. Since so
litele is known of them, one might suspect, a priori, that much,
if not most, of the essential changes to be observed in Mesopo-
tamian political concepts after the spectacular collapse of the
empire of Ur may be ascribed to their influence. These changes
include the shift from a city-state concept (including dominion
over other cities and leagues of cities) to the concept of a terri-
torial state, the growth of long-distance trade relations through
private initiative, wider horizon in international politics, and the
manipulation of political situations in swiftly shifting allegiances.
Here, one can feel at work the directness of personal decisions
unhampered by the cumbersome way in which tradition-bound
city rulers, accustomed to quarrel only over arable ground or
pastures, must have been moving. Such organizers as Hammu-
rapi of Babylon, who, with novel ideas, decidedly changed the
social structure of the country to support his army, and such an
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empire-builder as Samsi-Adad I, who fought desperately and in
vain to fuse far-flung stretches of Upper Mesopotamia into a
territorial state, are the new types of political ruler on the
Mesopotamian scene. One might speculate as to the extent that
a “nomadic” background fostered the development of such con-
cepts and whether the tenacity of tribal family-relations helped
support and maintain an international network of contacts
between the rulers. The very fact that as late as King Ammisa-
duqa, the penultimate ruler of the Old Babylonian dynasty, a
differentiation is evident, in an official edict (see below, p. 222),
between “Akkadians” and “Amorites,” proves that, socially
and economically, a serious contrast must have been in evidence
in Mesopotamia throughout the entire rule of the dynasty.

A new and far more intensive wave of Semitic tribes made
itself felt throughout the ancient Near East nearly half a mil-
lennium later. Beginning with the twelfth century B.c., we meet
these Aramaic-speaking tribes from the Euphrates to the
coastal regions of the Mediterranean Sea; they penetrated along
the Euphrates, downstream, into Babylonia proper, even
moving—as their predecessors had done—across the river into
the regions along and beyond the Tigris. Their behavior fol-
lowed a somewhat different pattern.22 In the northwest they
did not accept Mesopotamian civilization, neither its language
nor its characteristic system of writing; in the southeast,
however, they seem to have come under Babylonian influence,
as a rule accepting Akkadian personal names, and, initially at
least, also Akkadian writing and language. But eventually
their language and technique of writing won out.

In the course of their acculturation in and around Syria, they
retained their own language, using an alphabetic script of
Western extraction—first attested in Ugarit—on stone, leather,
and sherds. It remains far from clear to what degree the cul-
tural traditions of the states along the seaboard and the “East
Luwian” principalities in northern Syria became related to those
of the Aramaic intruders. Mesopotamia, especially Babylonia,
must have lost the capacity to bring about the acculturation of
such migrants outside the zones of immediate contact. The
adjacent civilizations began writing monumental inscriptions
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and administrative documents in their own language and script,
and clay as a writing marerial disappeared outside of Mesopo-
tamia but for Elam and, for a short period, Urartu. The Akkadian
language and writing were, at this time, clearly on the down-
grade from their ecumenical importance during the Amarna
period.

Assyria, being the most dangerous enemy of the Arameans,
could hardly be expected to influence them. Much of the
Aramaic migration was drawn into the power vacuum in upper
Syria and along the Euphrates, where the city-states and smaller
kingdoms, always threatened by Assyrian aggression, became an
easy prey for the newcomers. There the inevitable acculturation
took place in rather diversified patterns. Although the Assyrian
kings, after centuries of bloody fighting, again succeeded in
forcing their way to the Mediterranean through the Aramaic
bloc, the ascendancy of the Aramaic language, which began
shortly after their coming to Mesopotamia, remained un-
challenged in the ancient Near East. Supported by the alphabetic
system of writing with ink on parchment, leather, and some
kind of papyrus-like writing material, Aramaic gradually
spread downstream into the heartland of Mesopotamia, slowly
but inevirably sapping the strength of the old (cuneiform)
scribal tradition of that region. The role of the Arameans in
Mesopotamia proper is difficult to evaluate. On one hand, they
brought about an ever-increasing de-urbanization in the peri-
pheral regions, outside the old and larger cities, which led to
the rise of a corona of minor tribal states at the very gates of
such cities as Babylon, Uruk, Nippur, Ur, and Borsippa; on the
other hand, the Arameans assumed the role of champions of the
Babylonian cause against Assyrian domination and eventually
led, quite successfully, the liberation movement that culminated
in the rise of the Chaldean dynasty under Nabopolassar and his
son Nebuchadnezzar II, achieving for Babylonia its final but
short triumph~—rule over the entire ancient Near East.

Lastly, one should mention in this enumeration of Semites in
Mesopotamia that contact with the Arabs of the desert, prior to
their irruption into Mesopotamia and the adjacent regions in the
seventh century A.p., was, in the main, only slight and incidental
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to the continuous expansion of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. It is
quite likely, although it cannot be documented, that the Arabs,
beside the Nabateans, participated during the last centuries of
the first millennium B.c. and some time thereafter in that
network of overland trade relations which eventually stretched
from Medina, Petra via Tadmur (Palmyra), and Damascus to
Vologesia in southern Babylonia, following in the main the old
trade route that linked the Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf.

Among the foreign peoples passing through or penetrating
as conquerors into Mesopotamia, the Hurrian-speaking groups
are by far the most important because their own tradition was
persistent enough to resist the influence of the Akkadian
language and, to an undetermined yet considerable extent, that
of Mesopotamian civilization. They are in evidence all over
Mesopotamia—as is indicated by their characteristic personal
names—at least as early as the end of the third millennium. For
unknown reasons they rose to political and cultural importance
in the eastern section of Mesopotamia in a development of which
the main and crucial phase is hidden by the lack of documenta-
tion available for the period we refer to as the “Dark Age.”
But the vestiges of Hurrian political power, Hurrian institutions,
and their language and art, dating from before and—largely—
after the gap, are in evidence everywhere, from Mari, the valleys
of the Zagros and Armenia across Assyria, into Anatolia and to
the littoral of the Mediterranean. Hurrian influence on the
specific Assyrian formulation of Mesopotamian civilization
appears to have been especially important. It is particularly
difficult to gauge this and other, non-Hurrian, influences on
Assyria as it emerged from the Dark Age because certain
Assyrian circles strove to emulate Babylonian standards in the
realm of religious practice, in institutional behavior, and even in
language.

Quite different was the relationship that developed between
the Kassites, a mountain people, and the Babylonians. Kassite
rulers sat on the Babylonian throne for about half a millen-
nium, though they kept their native names only from ca. 1700
B.C. to 1230 B.C. We are somewhat at a loss to evaluate the range
and depth of their influence on Mesopotamian civilization as a
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continuum, mainly for lack of documentation. The Kassites
accepted rather consistently the existing forms of expression and
the admitted pattern of private, official, and religious behavior
and even went beyond that—as zealous neophytes do, or
outsiders, who take up a superior civilization—by favoring an
extremely conservative attitude, at least in palace circles. An
excellent gauge of these aspirations are the royal inscriptions of
the Kassite period, which return, with their pointed terseness, to
the traditional pre-Hammurapi dynasty pattern. The slightly
dramatic and cffusive style of the inscriptions of the First
Babylonian Dynasty was discarded, as was much, if not all, of
the social reorganization effectuated in that period, and—last
but not least—its political aspirations. At the same time, far
more care was bestowed on the continuation of the scribal
tradition and, above all, on the preservation of the existing
corpus of literary and scholarly texts. Kassite personal names,
the names of some of their gods, a vocabulary fragment, and a
number of technical terms represent all that remain of the
Kassite language.

The Elamites, who exercised considerable political influence
in southern Mesopotamia in periods of crises or lack of govern-
mental control, failed to influence Mesopotamia to any appre-
ciable degree. Theirs was a civilization that grew up from native
roots but was fatefully overshadowed by Mesopotamia. We
shall discuss this relationship in the next section of this chapter,
as well as that of the Hittite civilization to the Mesopotamian.
The Hittites themselves are known to have made only one
invasion into Mesopotamia, a short razzia that reached Babylon
about 1600 B.C.

Eventually one should mention the Quti people, whose
invasion and short rule in southern Mesopotamiaare reported by
Surnerian sources. This, by the way, is the only incident in
cuneiform texts which describes with outspoken hatred a
triumph over the invader; it is comparable only with the hatred
of the Egyptians for the Hyksos. A short series of royal names in
the language of the Quti and a word here and there in a lexical
text are all that remain of their language.

For the sake of completeness rather than for their significance,
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we must point out the few Greek transliterations of Akkadian
and Sumerian words and phrases that have been found on clay
tablets in scratched-in Greek letters.23 Possibly Greek interest in
cuneiform texts and the fading civilization of Mesopotamia
found expression in Greck writings at the Seleucid court. Yer,
if this were the case, it must have been much less extensive both
in scope and size, compared with what we know the interest in
Egyptian civilization to have been at the court of the Ptolemies.
Not much interest in Mesopotarnia is in evidence in the extant
Greek sources. But we must recall that the soil of lower Meso-
potamia destroyed all parchments and papyri, so our lack of
Seleucid evidence may be due to this factor.

The World Around

During the nearly three millennia of its documented history,
Mesopotamia was in continuous contact with adjacent civiliza-
tions and, at times, even with distant civilizations. The region
with which Mesopotamia was in contact either directly or
through known intermediaries stretches from the Indus Valley
across and, at times, even beyond Iran, Armenia, and Anatolia
to the Mediterranean coast and into Egypt, with the immense
coastline of the Arabian peninsula and whatever civilization it
may have harbored as the Great Unknown. The drift and
intensity of these contacts varied, of course, and the reasons for
these variations cannot always be ascertained. Generally speak-
ing, one may state that in this region some kind of osmotic
pressure from east to west was effective from the earliest
periods. It is well known that domesticated plants and animals
and related technological practices moved through Mesopotamia
from some far off center of Eurasian diffusion, possibly around
the Gulf of Bengal. There are, in the historical period, un-
mistakable indications of trade contacts via shipping lanes
between southern Mesopotamia (mainly Ur) and those regions
to the east to which the Sumerian and early Akkadian inscrip-
tions refer as Magan and Meluhha. Through such intermediate
stations as the island of Bahrain (Sum. and Akk. Telmun) in the
Persian Gulf, important raw materials, copper ore, ivory, and
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precious stones came by boat from coastlands that cannot be
identified but which may have been near or beyond Oman. At
any rate, the contacts were well established, and we know of an
official i interpreter of the Meluhhan language living in the period
of the empire of Akkad.2# When unknown events interrupted
this link to the east, the terms Magan and Meluhha assumed a
mytho-geographic connotation and referred (from the second
half of the second millennium on) to southernmost ends of the
ecumene, to the Egypt ruled at that time by an Ethiopian
dynasty; Meluhha came to be known as the homeland of
people of dark complexion. The contacts seem to have been
effective in the earlier periods (up to the end of the third mil-
Iennium); only much later, in the Persian and Seleucid periods,
did they reach a comparable intensity. The interruption of the
gulf trade may have been caused by changes of a political nature
that affected either the intermediary or the eastern country that
furnished the goods for the trade to Ur. And very probably the
Mesopotamian attitude toward foreign contacts had undergone
a change. With the increasing unrest and wars that ushered in the
downfall of the Hammurapi dynasty and the narrowing of the
political outlook, a progressive rigidity in Mesopotamian civil-
ization seems to have created a resistance to foreign influences.
Contacts with the outside world in the realm of trade were
restricted to the royal level. The trade carried on by private
initiative (even though at times with the support of temple and
palace), as artested earlier in Ur (across the Persian Gulf) and
Assur (to and within Anatolia), was replaced after the middle
of the second millennium by the exchange of gifts between kings
conveyed by royal emissaries. This created a rather effective
control on imports, whether raw materials, goods, or ideas. It
was a time of technological stagnation. In Babylonia, it was not
relieved by the influx of craftsmen and artists as prisoners of
war, as was increasingly the case in Assyria. The equilibrium
that was evident in the Kassite period, after the experiments of
Hammurapi had either run their course or been discarded,
created a social texture characterized by a lack of inner dynamics.
The static attitude inherent in a non-revealed religion and the
steadily diminishing economic influence of the large sanctruaries
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contributed toward this paralysis. This state of affairs is, to a
certain degree, illustrated by the extant works of Mesopotamian,
especially Babylonian, art, which furnish a sensitive indicator in
spite of their innate traditionalism. The break in this stagnation
seems to have come in Babylonia through a shift in the geo-
political situation: Babylonia, liberated from Assyrian dominion
with the help of Aramean tribesmen, was able to conquer the
Assyrian Empire. This victory coincided with the increasing
pressure exercised by the Iranian peoples on Mesopotamia, a
development that was in some way connected with the dis-
appearance of whatever obstacles had stood in the way of
contacts between India and the Levant. Even before Cyrus
occupied Babylon in 539 B.c., the economic texts from the great
sanctuaries in Sippar, Babylon, and Uruk offer evidence of trade
relations that reached to the Mediterranean (Cilician iron) and
even as far as Greece. Persian domination ushered in the first
period in the ancient Near East in which the geographic horizon
extended beyond the limits of the past.

Assyria, until its dramatic collapse and heroic end, had an
entirely different connection with the world that surrounded it.
The Hurrian experience had been of decisive consequence for
Assyrian development. It is unlikely that we shall ever be able
to gauge adequately the extent and depth of foreign influence on
Assyria. The motif inventory of Assyrian art does not necessarily
represent an adequate indicator; the palpable Hurrian influence
on the Assyrian cult may well have been restricted to specific
religious and social aspects, but Hurrian—and other non-
Mesopotamian—influences were not as far-reaching and as
conflict-provoking as that exerted by Babylonia. The serious
emotional conflict in Assyrian civilization in relation to Babylonia
deeply influenced the internal and foreign policies of both
countries. In Assyria, moreover, this conflict had consequences
of an existential nature. There were circles in Assyria which
looked toward Babylonia for an example and for the formation
of a self-image. The most famous deities of the Babylonian pan-
theon became part of the Assyrian pantheon, and Babylonian
scribal tradition was accepted, cultivated with professional care,
and maintained with astonishing success. Various forms of
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political associations with Babylonia had been experimented with
for more than half a millennium in order to create either an
alliance, a joint dominion, a protectorate, or even to make a
subjugated province out of the homeland of a civilization which
was, to many of the Assyrian kings, the paragon of cultural
achievement. Two causes contributed to deprive these Assyrian
aspirations of any lasting success. In Assyria proper, the pro-
Babylonian attitude was restricted to certain circles at court,
although it must be admitted that these circles were influential
and powerful, affecting not only ideological but also economic,
or, more exactly, commercial interests. Evidence of the opposing
anti-Babylonian forces, though certainly they were tenacious,
is more difficult to find in the records, but it is clear that they
were effective enough to counterbalance the forces favoring
Babylon. A priori, one could assume that there was a “‘nation-
alistic” tendency in the official hierarchy of the army, and
possibly also in the administration of the realm; the role of the
sanctuaries is impossible to establish, because the main body of
our information comes from the thoroughly “Babylonized”
Assur, while a presumably native-oriented Assyrian sanctuary
like the temple of the I¥tar in Arbela has not yet been touched,
buried as it is under the modern town. In Assyria there was a
strong sense of participating in a common and native way of life
which repeatedly proved persistent enough to survive military
defeats and foreign domination. Who the carriers were who kept
the political and cultural tradition and the Assyrian language
alive through the eclipses of political power is extremely difficult
to say. The right answer would reveal to us the very fountain-
head of Assyrian strength and staying power. At any rate, these
forces were often effective, able to remove pro-Babylonian
kings, revise drastically the foreign policy toward Babylonia,
and keep alive and foster the fateful ambivalence in the Assyr-
ian attitude roward Babylonia until the end of the empire.

In non-political respects, Assyria was open to foreign ideas
and stimuli. This is evident in its technology, as well as in the
iconography of its monuments and other artistic products.
Assyrian texts openly admit the importation of superior foreign
techniques (e.g., in metallurgy, in architecture, in the use of
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glazes). They mention with pride that singers and musicians
were among the prisoners taken in the west, and among the
craftsmen brought back from Egypt appear bakers, brewers,
shipwrights and cartwrights, even veterinarians and dream
interpreters. Non-Babylonian influences with which Assyria
came into direct contact are difficult to analyze. Several, and
probably quite distinct, cultural elements are in evidence; we
lump them conveniently together as Hurrian. There might
well have been genuine acculturation in certain instances and
the acceptance of specific culture traits in other instances. The
complexity is reflected in the Hurrian loan words to be found
in Assyrian dialects, covering a wide variety of topics from the
names of dishes and pieces of apparel to those of officials and
institutions. These foreign elements were incorporated appar-
ently without conflict into the Assyrian way of life in spite of the
strategic situation which made Assyria the eternal enemy of all
those mountain peoples among whom Hurrian civilization was
either preserved or to whom it became adapted.

The most appreciative acceptance of Mesopotamian civiliza-
tion in the world that surrounded it expressed itself in the
growth and flowering of a group of satellite civilizations. These
appeared in peripheral locations and were hybrid in nature, with
Mesopotamian elements in clear dominance and native traits
often difficult to detect and to isolate for special study. They
are, from east to west, the Elamite civilization, with its capital
Susa; the Urartian, in the region of Lake Van; and the Hittite,
with its Anatolian capital, Hattu¥a. The first had the longest
duration; it lasted nearly as long as Mesopotamian civilization
itself; the second is attested for only about two centuries, and the
last, the Hittite, for seven hundred years or more. No systematic
investigation dealing with the problem of the general structure of
these hybrid formations has yet been made. The subjectis fraught
with complications, since the evidence is both linguistic and arche-
ological, and the non-Mesopotamian constituent of the hybrid
civilization is often composed of elements not clearly identifiable.
Although they differ in essential respects, a number of attitudes
are common to all these civilizations: they accepted the Meso-
potamian system of writing (cuneiform signs on clay), and, to
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varying degrees, Mesopotamian language and literary tradition.
With this went a transfer of a sizable amount of religious,
cultural, and social terminology which, in time, entailed to
some extent a transfer or an adaptation of concepts foreign to
these civilizations. This also holds true of literary patterns, style
requirements, and esthetic standards, which often were ac-
cepted or adapted by the native literature as far as it was written..
Another common feature is the onesidedness of the relation-
ship—Mesopotamia is always giving; not even in its relation to
Elam, with which intimate and direct political contacts existed
for a long time, can we discern any appreciable influence of
Elam on Babylonia. Elam certainly, and Urartu most pro-
bably, had systems of writing that were native to their respec-
tive regions and were discarded in favor of the Mesopotamian
system. With respect to the Hittite civilization, the situation is
somewhat more complicated; there the native (hieroglyphic)
system persisted and even survived the alien (cuneiform),
whose preservation was apparently linked to a specific political
and ethnic constellation with the collapse of which it disap-
peared, while the narive system maintained itself into the
seventh century B.c. Under the stimulus of an imported literary
tradition, a native literature could grow up in any of these
civilizations, but only in the Hittite did it reach an impressive
degree of complexity and diversity; it even led to the creation of
novel literary genres. In Urartu and in Elam, the native texts
paralleled their Akkadian prototypes quite slavishly—at least
according to the evidence we have. Such lack of originality,
nevertheless, facilitates to a considerable extent our study of
these native languages. Only with regard to the Hittite has
scholarship been able to achieve to a degree that penetration
and understanding that sheds light on native concepts in the
religious and political spheres and thus enables us to gauge
influence and resistance, the growth of pseudomorphic adapta-
tions, and the creation of new concepts. For the Elamite the
situation is complicated by linguistic difficulties—as against the
Hittite which, as an Indo-European language, is relatively easy
of access—and by the scarcity of texts for the crucial periods.
Even the Akkadian texts coming from Susa are of little help
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because they are all rather specialized, as if the use of Babylonian
had been admitted only for specific purposes. They leave large
and essential sections of the native social, economic, and intel-
lectual life untouched. Linguistic difficulties recur in Urartu, and,
moreover, the docimentation in both the Urartian and the
Akkadian (Assyrian) language is meager as to content and
extent. In all three civilizations, however, the archeological
evidence shows few traces of foreign influence. Only in the realm
of writing (technique and subject matter) was Mesopotamian
influence irresistible. Incidentally, since Egyptian writing
undoubtedly got its start under the stimulus of the Mesopo-
tamian, the persuasive influence of the latter was in evidence
even in early days.

The time element with regard to these three civilizations—
Elamite, Hittite, and Urartian—is both important and revealing.
Elam is definitely in a class by itself, as a result of its propinquity
to Babylonia.?s Its “Mesopotamization” dates at least to the
Akkad period, and contacts were rarely interrupted, down to
the time the Achaemenid kings found it appropriate to display
trilingual inscriptions, in Persian, Elamite, and Babylonian. The
situation in Urartu is quite different because this country be-
longed to those incipient hybrid civilizations which arose for a
short flowering in the early first millennium B.c. under Assyrian
influence in the mountain regions from Asia Minor to the
Caspian Sea. While most—including those of the Manneans and
the Medes—left us but scanty archeological evidence, the
Urartians alone seem to have produced inscriptions (first in
Assyrian and later in their native language) and an impressive
number of buildings, sculpture, and objets d’art.

The Hittite acceptance of certain aspects of Mesopotamian
civilization must be considered as representing only one local
development—the best attested in many respects—of a phase of
expansion through which this civilization passed in the first half
of the second millennium. In the preceding centuries Akkadian
inscriptions appeared on rocks in the mountain valley of the
Lullubu in the Zagros, on statues in early Mari on the Euphrates,
and, later on, were carried by the traders of Assur on clay
tablets to Anatolia (Kani¥). During the Old Babylonian period,
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Akkadian was written on clay in Mari and in certain mountain
valleys, in Chagar Bazar on the trade route through Upper
Mesopotamia, in Alalakh, and probably in other localities
throughout this region, which served as intermediate centers of
redistribution for the spread of this novel technique of com-
munication. Whether or to what extent the Hurrians were
instrumental in this process cannot yet be established, but their
role might well have been crucial in this respect. So far, many of
these places have escaped the spade of the archeologist and the
far more effective searchings of native diggers for gold, statues,
the fertilizing soil from ruins, and easily salable tablets. From
such a center the Hittites must have received their cuneiform
system of writing, which differs sharply in certain features from
the one used only a short time before by the Assyrian traders in
thar region and from the one used by the scribes of contemporary
Babylonia. Later on, the collapse of political power in Babylon,
the disappearance of Mari, and the eclipse of Assur did not
prevent the Akkadian and the cuneiform system of writing from
spreading even further and becoming the internationally
accepted diplomatic language of the West, from Hattu3a, the
capital of the Hittite Empire, across Syria and Palestine, including
Cyprus, to the Egyptian capital in Amarna, nearly two hundred
miles up the Nile. Akkadian was taught everywhere in a
characteristic way, entailing the study of Sumerian ro a certain
extent and specific writing habits and even literary forms, each
essential to the correct training of a Mesopotamian scribe. This,
in varying degrees of thoroughness, we know to have been the
case in the Hittite capital, in Alalakh, and also in Ugarit; it may
well have been practiced in other cities which we have not
discovered as yet. The scribes in all these capitals were well able
to write letters for their masters to allies and overlords, to their
dependencies, and to their governors either in the native
language of their correspondents or in the Akkadian of the
period, which was understood everywhere. They also established
a bureaucratic organization to keep the accounts of the master’s
treasury and to record legal transactions patterned, however
irregularly, on Babylonian prototypes. These legal documents
deal with international agreements and with royal transactions
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and those between private persons of a certain class. We have
such texts from Alalakh, Ugarit, and Nuzi, offering unbelievably
rich source material. Only rarely and never successfully—
according to Mesopotamian standards—did these scribes
tackle what we call royal inscriptions; few literary texts are in
evidence, although we have some from Amarna, Qatna, Hazor,
and Nuzi. Even a site as near to the center of diffusion as Mari
gives us only a few royal inscriptions whose contents exceed the
minimal traditional formulation, and next to nothing in the
way of literary texts.

It may well be assumed that more sites of this period will be
discovered and that they will yield more texts and complicate
an already complex issue. I do not foresee the unearthing of
other satellite civilizations but rather the discovery of several
smaller centers comparable to Nuzi or Alalakh, centers from
which Hurrian rulers administered their realms, at times
stretching from the piedmont of the Zagros (Nuzi) to the
approaches of the Mediterranean coast. Among them might be
one or even more that may turn out to be a capital of a Hurrian
or Mitanni kingdom, a find which would fill a gap in our
picture. The Hurrians accepted the Akkadian system of writing
in a way that urges us to presume the existence of a center of
learning of essential importance. What Hurrian texts we have
today from Boghazkeui, Amarna, Mari, and other places, the
number of Hurrian technical terms from Nippur and Ugarit
over a period of nearly a millennium, not to speak of the
widespread dissemination of Hurrian personal names, con-
stitutes an impressive corpus of evidence. In addition to this, we
have rich archeological material and an iconographic inventory
of startling proportions. Proper evaluation of all this material is
essential to bridge the gap between Mesopotamia and the
civilizations to the north, northwest, and the west. This evalua-
tion would be greatly facilitated if we could unearth the center
of Hurrian culture.2s#

A civilization of the magnitude and duration of the Meso-
potamian cannot but exercise a radiation pressure which only
formidable geographical barriers are able to screen off. We must
therefore assume a halo-like peripheral zone about the satellite
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civilizations, a zone into which a number of Mesopotamian
objects, ideas, and practices slowly infiltrated or were brought as
spoils by booty-laden mountaineers returning from razzias into
Mesopotamian territory, carried by traders, or remained after
the short-lived attempts of Babylonia and Assyria to create buffer
states by colonizing the unruly tribesmen. Mesopotamian
influence, in varying degrees of intensity, must have spread and
been diffused along routes much further into and beyond the
Iranian plateau, Afghanistan, and the littoral of the Caspian Sea
and that of the Aegean than we have any well-documented
reason to believe.26

The coexistence of civilizations of a status equal to that of
Mesopotamia was quite rare, but Ugarit seems to have been
such a case. There, the technology of the Mesopotamian system
of writing (cuneiform signs on clay) was applied to a system that
represents a revolutionary advance: an alphabetic script the
sequence of whose letters is already much the same as that of
our alphabet.2” This script was used to record a narive literature,
to administer a complex bureaucracy, and to write down legal
transactions, but at the same time there were scribes well-
trained in the Mesopotamian way of writing in Akkadian; in
addition, Hurrian was written in Ugarit in both the Ugaritic
alphabet and the Mesopotamian cuneiform system. In Ugarit,
we also encounter Hittite documents in cuneiform as well as art
objects bearing dedications in Egyptian hieroglyphs. It must
have been a truly international center, a clearing house of ideas
and merchandise. Whatever the native and alien components of
this civilization on the shore of the Mediterranean may have
been, they exercised considerable influence toward the south, in
Palestine, a region that was apparently only slightly touched by
the radiations of Mesopotamian civilization.

We happen to know more of Palestine than of any other
sections of the ancient Near East—the best documented civiliza-
tions, Mesopotamia, Asia Minor, and Egypt, excepted. One can
well say that the Old Testament reports with unrivaled excel-
lence and thoroughness on the period following the ecighth
century B.c. and throws light in various degrees of reliability on
certain events of the preceding three or four centuries. Even so,
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the crucial period during which one could have observed the
effect of Mesopotamian influence (middle of the second millen-
nium) is not covered by any primary evidence in the Old
Testament. Later on, when the political influence of the growing
Assyrian empire makes itself felr, when Assyrian kings and,
later, Nebuchadnezzar Il came as conquerors, the same body of
texts provides us with a small but important number of refer-
ences to Mesopotamia proper. Due to the culture differential
between the two civilizations, and no less due to the polemic
attitude of the Bible, the Old Testament gives us a unique
opportunity to observe Mesopotamia from the outside. In this
respect, the Bible contains remarks that are far more revealing
and exact than, for example, the travelogue of Herodotus on
Babylonia. While Mesopotamian influence on the Old Testa-
ment is either secondary (via Ugarit or other, still unknown,
intermediaries) or accidental, the Old Testament itself served as
a vehicle for the transmission to the West of a number of
literary concepts and culture traits of Mesopotamian extraction.

Finally, one has to draw attention to the not yet sufficiently
appreciated role of Hellenistic Egypt as a point of diffusion for
Mesopotamian ideas: Babylonian astrology as well as astronomy
moved from Egypt to the West; this parallels the spread of
Assyrian art—in itself at that stage a highly syncretistic pheno-
menon—via Asia Minor to Greece, and that of Assyrian court
ceremonial via Persian and Sassanian practices into Byzantium
and eventually to Europe. Still unexplored are the contacts
between Hellenistic Babylonia and India—and even the Far
East.

All told, very few and then mainly secondary cultural
achievements of Mesopotamian civilization were preserved and
incorporated in the general trend of development that ran
westward. This is also true of Egypt, the other representative of
the great and primary civilizations of the ancient Near East.
It places in proper relief the miraculous intensity and strength of
that light that originated in the backland hills along the
easternmost shores of the Mediterranean.
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CHAPTER Go to, let us build
us a city
and a tower! (cevesss)

THe SociaL TEXTURE
EconoMic Facts

“THE GREAT ORGANIZATIONS”
THe Crry

URBANISM

A primary characteristic of Mesopotamian societal structure
appears to have been the absence of any non-economic status
stratification, if one disregards the unique status of the king and
excludes the slave population that was at all times rather small
and in private hands. This statement will doubtless have to be
qualified somewhar for specific regions and periods where alien
influences are in evidence. The absence of a warrior class,
which often arises as a result of foreign conquests, is especially
noteworthy. Whatever articulations reminiscent of “feudalism”
occur in the Babylonia of the outgoing second millennium s.c.
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have royal officials as carriers. Moreover, no special status—
except possibly that incidental to being connected with a
sanctuary—set apart priests or scholars, nor were there any
tensions between them and the laity. (We shall discuss some-
what later the position of the king, distinguishing Babylonian

from Assyrian practices.)

The Social Texture

One has to differentiate between slaves who belonged to
private persons and serfs who were owned by the “great
organizations,” the palace and the temple. Slaves in private
possession were either born in the house, acquired by purchase,
or—rarely—as shares of booty taken in war and distributed
among the soldiers; or they were recruited from among debtors
and their wives and children. Foreign slaves, mainly slave girls,
were imported for their skills and other qualities. Slaves born in
the house seem to have enjoyed a special status, at least in the
Old Babylonian period, as did native-born slaves. There are no
laws known to protect slaves against maltreatment by their
masters, nor are such cases ever mentioned. Runaway slaves,
however, were rather rare.! The custom of adopting slaves who
were to be manumitted at the death of their elderly adoptive
parents after they had taken care of them in their old age and
buried them properly, suggests that the relationship berween
master and slave was one of trust with mutual obligations. This
is clearly borne out by the use of the master-slave terminology
in the religious literature to express exactly these aspects of the
god-man relationship. The marking of slaves was rare in earlier
periods—with the exception of slaves who were habitual runa-
ways—but they seem to have had a characteristic hairdo. In
certain regions, moreover, slaves outside their master’s home
had to wear fetters as a sign of bondage. The provenience of the
slave (native or foreign-born) affected his legal status in various
ways, as we know from Old Babylonian (Codex Hammurapi)
and Middle Assyrian texts.2 In the Neo-Babylonian period,
slaves with the name of their owner branded on the backs of
their hands are frequently mentioned, and adoptions have
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become extremely rare. This, together with the following
development, point out a certain change in the master-slave
relationship. From texts of the Neo-Babylonian period we learn
that slaves were often allowed to work for their own living
under the obligation of making monthly payments in silver
(mandattu) ro their masters. The masters often articled slaves to
learn profitable crafts in order to increase their worth and,
consequently, their masters’ wealth.ze

That slaves were held only in small numbers in private house-
holds seems to be partly due to the specific nature of their
relationship to their masters and partly to the absence of any
interest in industrial production on the home level, a charac-
teristic of the Greek city-dwellers. Such production was restricted
in the ancient Near East to the great organizations, that is,
ultimately to the manor-level, the house of the ruler or the god.
The Mesopotamian city-dweller neither possessed nor desired
to create a market for goods or objects that slaves could produce
within his home, such as garments, baskets, and pottery. The
ultimate reason or reasons for this®attitude are difficult to
ascertain (see below, p. 129). (Persons described as slaves of the
king or the palace seem to have had an entirely different position.
They will be discussed later in connection with other persons
of restricted liberty who appear in similar social contexts.)

The position of the free citizen in Mesopotamia is well known
with respect to his immediate family but rather hazy with
regard to any other social unit. Through innumerable legal
documents from the Sumerian to the Seleucid period we know
the individual as father and son (adopted or natural), as brother
(as set forth in legacies), and as husband (as mentioned in
marriage and divorce texts). From these documents we can
glean information as to local peculiarities, historical changes,
and the adaptations of legal practices to specific social relations.
Although most of the legal aspects of these relationships have
repeatedly been studied, many problems still beset our under-
standing of the Mesopotamian family. The Akkadian kinship
terminology is not revealing. In Sumerian the terminology seems
to indicate a slightly greater complexity, but not enough is
known to permit revealing comparisons or the investigation of
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substratum influences in this respect. Generally speaking, it can
be stated that the family unit in Akkadian Mesopotamia was
rather small and restricted, although it is evident that in the
earliest period, as well as in certain marginal regions in southern
Babylonia in the middle of the first millennium, clanlike or even
tribal organizations of some sort existed. In Neo-Babylonian
times, a measure of family consciousness is shown by the use of
ancestral family names for identification purposes.s This
coincides not accidentally with an increased emphasis on
gentility, already in evidence somewhat earlier for certain
professions.

The head of the family had one wife; only in the Old Baby-
lonian period do we hear of a second wife, of lesser rank.3s We
obtain most of our information from texts of the Old Babylon-
ian period and especially from Neo-Assyrian documents and
royal inscriptions. Emphasis was placed on the virginity of the
bride solely in the Neo-Babylonian period, as far as we can
gather from the few extant marriage documents. Such indica-
tions suggest a change in the relationship between the sexes
from the Old to Neo-Babylonian period, in harmony with the
observation that women had a higher social position in the early
period, when they could act as witnesses and be scribes. In the
south, the first-born son received a preferred share in the
paternal estate, and in the Old Babylonian period, provisions
were made to insure the daughters’ dowries and the younger
brothers’ marriage expenses. Normally, brothers held in
common the inherited fields and gardens to prevent their
division into small lots. In the early period they often lived with
their families in their father’s house. Foreign influence on this
simple family structure can readily be observed in peripheral
regions, such as in Nuzi and in Susa, just as certain vestiges of
even earlier customs, such as the position of the mother’s
brother, maintained themselves in the early Babylonian tradi-
tion. While the Mesopotamian family could be enlarged only
by adoption, the peripheral texts, from Susa to Ugarit, speak of
incorporating outsiders as “brothers” (adoptio in fratrem) into
a family structure that apparently had different social and
economic dimensions.+
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Unattached individuals belonged in this social setup typically
in the categories of refugees—displaced and runaway persons—
for whom we have in Akkadian a number of terms and who
evidently were able in some way to maintain themselves in the
cities, as the rather frequent use of the personal name Munnabtu,
“refugee,” shows.4= Asa rule, however, such persons did not seek
refuge among the natives of a city bur arrached themselves to
the great organizations, if their personal skill was in demand, or
joined that part of the population that lived outside the urban
settlements. The importance and role of the rural settlements
and their relation to the city people will be discussed presently.

It remains uncertain to what extent foreigners—non-citizens
or non-natives—were admitted into the city.+® Typically, their
status must have been diplomatic, that is, dependent on their
relation to the palace. Foreign emissaries, traders, political
refugees, and others were able to move in and out under royal
protection or could even be incorporated into the royal house-
hold. It is probable that, to some extent, non-citizens were
allowed to settle in the kdru, the harbor of the city, a section
outside of the town proper. They enjoyed a special administra-
tive, political, and social status. The institution of “sojourners,”
or resident aliens, allowed to live within the city, which is
known to us from the Old Testament, appears in Mesopotamia
only in the west where a text from Ugarit speaks of “the citizens
of the city of Carchemish together with the people (allowed to
live) within their gates.”s At those periods of Mesopotamian
economic history when much of the overland trade was in
private or semiprivate hands (see p. 90), a special section
(bit ub(a)ri) within the city wall seems to have been set aside for
foreign visitors or merchants, e.g., the “Street-of-the-People-
from-Eshnunna” in Sippar. Evidence from the Nippur of the
Persian period might indicate the practice of having foreigners,
and certain social classes (also craftsmen), live in separate quar-
ters or streets, since they are all said to be under the super-
vision of special officials (see p. 81). An observation on the
relation to foreigners may be in order in this context: the con-
cept of, and terminology relating to, hospitality are conspicu-
ously absent in Mesopotamia. This contrasts with the Old
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Testament, where the nomadic background can be readily
adduced as explanation, but presents an instructive similarity to
Greece—not the Greece of Homer and its reflection in literature,
but that of the polis, with its aversion to the non-citizen and
all its discrimination, economic as well as social, against the
alien.

Since family ties were generally ineffective in Mesopotamia
and clan-relationships not in evidence in cities, other forms of
association assumed their function in providing status and
protection for the.individual. Such associations could be pro-
fessional, religious, or political. The last was doubtless the most
important in Mesopotamia, insofar as one can term a political
association the group of citizens who live together in a city and
form a unit. This type of association will be dealt with, at length,
in the fourth section (“The City”) of this chapter.

Of religious associations in Mesopotamia we know very little.
The concerns which normally give rise to associations of this
kind, namely the care for the souls of the dead by means of
funerary offerings and rituals, and also the maintenance of
specific cults in conflicc with generally accepted forms of
worship, are absent in Mesopotamian cities. This does not
exclude the possibility that some sort of relationship existed, at
one time or another, between those persons who called them-
selves, on their own seals, servant or handmaiden of a certain
deity. If there were such relationships, they were neither
formalized nor, to our present knowledge, of much sociai or
economic importance.5®

Professional associations were both numerous and important.
Specialized crafts can evolve a tradition within families or clans
as well as within the staff of a sanctuary, according to the de-
mands made on them in specific economic and social situations.
Within the symbiosis that came into existence during the
urbanization of southern Mesopotamia (see p. 113), groups of
craftsmen of divergent social backgrounds must also have come
to some sort of consolidation for the usual economic reasons.
We have to differentiate between guildlike associations of
craftsmen and merchants, and professional groups consisting of
certain highly trained experts in exorcism and divination
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techniques. The evidence for the former is complex, and one
has to be very careful not to apply terms and patterns of
Western origin in dealing with them. In the Old Babylonian
period, “guilds” of brewers, smiths, and other trades were
organized under a palace overseer, designated by a Semitic
term in Sumerian, ugula, Akk. (w)aklu; it seems, however,
that such associations were part of the palace or temple organiza-
tion rather than organized to function independently—or, at
least, were incorporated into these organizations. Independence
—in the sense of the independence of the medieval guild—is
unlikely for economic reasons, such as the difficulties of procure-
ment of raw materials and the absence of a market economy,
to mention only the most important problems. One might
derive some enlightenmenc in this respect from the fact that
the Old Babylonian merchants (tamkaru)—that is, overland
traders—were likewise organized under an aklu.® From what we
know of these merchants, they represent a typical example of
the kind of administrative unit that is bound to develop in a
societal structure such as the Mesopotamian. Between the
opposing modes of integration characterized, on one hand, by an
organization that was right-knit and bureaucratic (the palace or
the temple) and, on the other, by an association of individuals
of more or less equal status who acted corporately as well as
individually (the city), an intermediate zone was bound to
develop that, as if by a law of nature, was attracted to the
centers of power and assumed various forms of peripheral
coexistence.

In whatever direction such a development took place in
Mesopotamian cities, important crafts—those of the smith, the
carpenter, the brewer—seem to have achieved some kind of
independence within and among the organizations. They
served the community with their products and their skills to a
degree that must have depended largely on the internal political
equilibrium with the temple and palace. Thus the overseers of
the “guilds” achieved social status and a large measure of
power, a position by which they could not fail to realize—quite
legitimately—personal enrichment. We know, this is true, for
instance, of the merchants of Old Babylonian Larsa, who, of
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course, represent only an extreme case. The much poorer
overseer of the musicians, who had but little of value to sell or
hire, represents the opposite end of the scale. It is quite possible
that the number of persons who appear in Old Babylonian legal
texts as “‘overseer” of this or that craft had little to do with the
work going on but rather were persons of status, deriving
income or influence from their function as officials. From the
early Neo-Babylonian period onward, we find frequent use of
the names of professions as ancestral names (“family names”), a
valuable indication that a wide variety of craftsmen had enjoyed
a certain status in the preceding period. Again, one has to stress
that special situations must have developed with respect to
each and every one of these crafts. A case in point is offered by
references in late Neo-Babylonian texts to the “city” of the
tanners and the “city” of the metalworkers, referring to the
special quarters to which certain crafts were either restricted or
in which they were concentrated for mutual convenience. We
know, moreover, that in Nippur of the Persian period special
officials were in charge of such professions as those of the
butchers, merchants, joiners, boatmen, and weavers; but it is
important to note that officials having the same title in Nippur
were also responsible for foreigners (Cimmerians, Urartians,
natives of Tyre and Malatya) and of other social groupings.
However, this may have been due to the special position of
Nippur or an administrative regulation imposed by a con-
queror (the Persians) on a quite different traditional
organization.

The only genuinely independent associations in Mesopotamia
seem to have been those of certain learned professions such as
the masmasu, the expert in exorcism and related apotropaic
rituals, of whom we are best informed, and similar arrangements
may well have existed for the divination experts (barf), and
perhaps for the physicians and the scribes. Again, one has to
caution against the transfer of findings and conclusions from one
context to another, however related or parallel they may
appear to us. The madmasu and the barfi had to fulfil certain
requirements to enter the profession and the association; these
requirements refer to descent, physical perfection, and to an
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appropriate and extensive training. There might even have
been examinations (masa’altu), quite possibly competitive
(tasninti umindni). Lictle in this respect is known of the other
learned professions, except for the scribes (see n. 17, chap. vi).
Since we shall treat the city at length in a later section of the
present chapter, we may turn now to the relationship between
that section of the total population which lived in cities of all
sizes and that which either occupied more or less permanent
agglomerations of huts and encampments outside the cities or
drifted with their herds or were for other reasons steadily on the
move between one city and another. This contrast between
city-dwellers and those in the open country cuts across the
fabric of Mesopotamian society and represents an eternal source
of conflict. As such it was of fateful influence on the political
development in Mesopotamia. The tension, city against sur-
rounding country, affected the history of the region but should
not be regarded as a typically Mesopotamian phenomenon,
since the entire ancient Near East had to face this problem in
varying intensity and in several periods, and had constantly to
strive for any solution, however unstable, that could be found.
It can hardly be said that the two “strata” were at any time
isolated; they maintained a constant interchange of persons,
goods, and ideas in spite of their spatial separation. The palace,
of course, the temple, and the hard core of city-dwellers in the
large and old cities had only occasional contacts with the people
in the open country, who subsisted on the yield of this environ-
ment and were not to be forced into sedentary conditions.
Between these two groups there were important fluctuations
comprising smaller or larger segments of the population of the
cities as well as of the open country. Difficult economic and
political situations were liable to crowd out of the cities such
persons as delinquent debtors, power groups defeated in
intracity striving, defectors from the great organizations, and
others. In the open country, they joined the inhabitants of
abandoned villages and settlements who had been driven into a
seminomadic way of life by the deterioration of the soil, the
breakdown of facilities for irrigation, or because they had
rebelled against taxes and rents. The number of these was
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increased by infiltrating groups from the mountains and the
deserts around Mesopotamia. Thus the ranks of this fluctuating
element of the population could swell at times of crisis to a
dangerous degree, even engulfing the cities, and—if led by an
energetic and efficient political or military leader—it could
transfer the rule over the city, and even that over the entire
country, into the hands of outsiders or newcomers. Whenever
linguistic differences appear between the city and such power
groups in the rebellious hinterlands, or more exactly, between
the dialect used to write official documents in the city and that
actually spoken by the group in command, we have the impres-
sion of sudden foreign invasions, bringing kings bearing foreign
names to the throne. Such dramatic changes need not have been
the result, necessarily, of foreign invasion but could have been
brought about by a rather slow economic and political process
of increasing social unrest which would not be reflected in
extant documents. The most effective remedy against these
potentially dangerous elements were projects of internal and
frontier colonization which only a powerful king could set
afoot. The inscriptions of such kings speak triumphantly of the
ingathering (pubhuru) of the scattered, the resettling (3isubu) of
the shiftless on new land, where the king forced them to dig or
re-dig canals, build or resettle cities, and till the soil, pay taxes,
do corvée work to maintain the irrigation system, and—last but
not least—perform military service. We shall see how the
situation just outlined, characterized by the tension between
city and open country, contributed to the curious lack of political
stability in Mesopotamia. This is especially true in Assyria,
where cities were always few and far between and where the
power of the central authority depended, to a large extent,
upon its ability to overcome the innate resistance of a large
section of the population toward integration into a territorial
state with a strong central administration.

Economic Facts

The economic basis of Mesopotamian society throughout its
entire development was primarily agricultural. Supplementary
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income was derived from trade in wool, hair, and leather.
What can be termed industrial production in the ancient Near
East up to the Muslim Middle Ages is concerned exclusively with
the weaving of textiles and related activities. In Mesopotamia
weaving on such a scale was done only in the workshops of the
great organizations, private households producing hardly
enough for their own use.

The cultivation of most cereals and large-scale planting of
date palms was done on several levels: on extensive temple and
palace land either directly (i.e., managed and staffed by the
organization) or farmed out; on private land, the extent of
which we cannot gauge readily, and in small plots where the
city poor, nomads, and shepherds succeeded in raising crops.
The proportionate amount of land held by each of these types
of producers is impossible to establish and undoubtedly varied
greatly according to the period, the region, and the condition of
the soil. The variations in the pattern of distribution must needs
have had far-reaching effects on the economy of the country.
Knowledge concerning the proportionate distribution would
bring to an end the perennial discussion as to whether Staats-
kapitalismus or other form of social organization for managing
large holdings of real estate, or some form of private enter-
prise, was predominant.” Since all pertinent information is
based on the meager written evidence and supplemented by
inference, the nature of the text material is bound to influence
our judgment. Bureaucracies necessarily leave more written
evidence than family or clan organizations and private persons,
so that the picture we obtain can hardly ever be trusted to
correspond to facts. Moreover, all evidence adduced and inter-
preted cannot but be vitiated, consciously or not, by the emo-
tionalism inherent in the political and intellectual tensions of
today, with which the entire problem is fraught.

The progressive salinization of the intensively irrigated soil in
Babylonia, the silting-up of the canals (carriers and distributors
alike), and the weakening of the dikes necessitated constant
surveillance. The temple and the palace, which were able to
afford the capital investment needed to carry on this work,
increased in size and importance. The steady decline of the
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influence of the temple from the middle of the second millen-
nium, and the corresponding increase of land holdings in some
kind of feudal tenure under royal charter, must likewise have
brought about essential economic dislocations, just as did the
increased role of capital in the last half of the first millennium
in hands that seem to have been “private” within the customary
limits of that term in the ancient Near East. Here the “banking
house” of Mura¥t may furnish a case for such capital assuming
the responsibilities held in the course of Mesopotamian history
successively by village communities, the temples, and the palace,
by investing in new land.®

A valuable source of information concerning the ownership of
land in Mesopotamia, as well as the utilization of the labor
force, comes from the numerous texts that record the renting
of farmland, from the early Old Babylonian period until the
late Persian. No systematic study of these documents is available,
but one fact is obvious: the size of fields rented out—as a rule by
city dwellers—to private individuals or partnerships increases
continuously in the course of time until it reaches its maximum
in the Neo-Babylonian and later texts. A corresponding develop-
ment reveals evidence of a decline in use of slaves, serfs, and
other menials to work the land under overseers responsible to a
central organization to which the personnel belongs. Of course,
such a statement has to be qualified as to period and region.
Royal domains are very spottily attested. The most extensive
evidence, coming from Kassite Nippur, has not been fully
published as yet.® Since corresponding material from the
preceding (Fara) and following periods is either not available in
sufficient number, or not adequately studied, we remain in the
dark as to the extent of royal holdings. Old Akkadian texts
suggest that royal property was then managed as bureau-
cratically as is suggested by the Kassite evidence. A decided
change in this respect is indicated by a small group of Neo-
Babylonian documents pertaining to the lease of extensive
farmlands to private persons by the king himself and his family
(the Babylonian king Nabonidus and his son Belshazzar), which is
quite unique in Mesopotamia. The development here suggested
seems to have been fostered to an unknown degree by the
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practice of the royal administration of using the services of
“capitalists” to finance income due from fields and gardens as
taxes, a practice that can be observed in the large cities (Nippur
and Uruk) beginning with the Persian period.

There is another point to be made with regard to the cultiva-
tion of cereals and sesame in Mesopotamia, one that relates to
the difference between southern Babylonia and northern Assyria.
Land seems to have been held in the south either by the great
organizations or by private absentee owners living in the cities
who usually rented it out to poor tenant farmers. Farmers who
lived on their own fields are the exception. The necessity for the
reclamation of land in order to create new sources of supply can
hardly have given rise to lasting communities of farmers. On
the new land, colonists worked under duress for the king or
any other absentee owner or manager. In the north, however, in
Assyria, in the Zagros valleys, on the plateaus, and up into
Syria, farmers seem to have lived mainly in some sort of village
community which was held either in feudal tenure or in private
possession by a lord of the manor—the king, his high officials,
or members of his family. These owners formed the thin layer of
a ruling class, of “feudal” lords—either native or foreign—thart
could be replaced by newcomers without affecting the economic
structure of the country. City-dwellers, concerned with tilling
the soil around their city and acting as overland traders or
capitalistic entrepreneurs, were concentrated in the very few
cities of the region, where they were protected by special royal
privileges. We shall have more to say of this characteristic
arrangement in Assyria and Upper Mesopotamia.

As important as the problem of the ownership of land for the
characterization of Mesopotarnian economics is that of the use
of silver as a means of exchange and payment, and as a standard.
Again, over-all studies based on textual evidence are con-
spicuously lacking. Throughout the entire known history of
Mesopotamia, silver was used as a standard, except for two
interesting and nearly contemporaneous but short-lived
intermezzi, the Middle Babylonian period, when gold and silver
were valued equally, and the Middle Assyrian period, when tin,
at least in Assur, became the medium of exchange.
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As a means of payment, silver was used in ingots and un-
specified forms that required weighing at each transfer. Not
until the Seleucid conquerors were coins used—Greek coins
which, characteristically enough, were again weighed rather
than counted, though value was placed on their quality and on
the ruler under which they were struck.’® From the inscrip-
tions of Sennacherib (704-681 B.c.), we learn through a casually
used simile of the casting of small copper coins; but we know
nothing of their use from legal and administrative texts of the
period.’t This may represent, however, another instance of
western (here Lydian) influence on Assyria. During the Old
Babylonian period, payments for real estate, slaves, goods, and
services seem to have been only rarely made in silver, although
prices as a rule are quoted according to that standard. Specific
allusions in texts support this assumption, and since no concern
at all is expressed in Old Babylonian legal documents as to the
quality and fineness of the silver used in payment, the silver
probably did not change hands. In contrast, in the Neo-Baby-
lonian period, the legal texts make careful use of a complex
terminology for the purpose of establishing precisely the quality
of the silver given or expected. Since silver had to be imported
and certain taxes (ever since the Ur III period) were paid in that
precious metal, one realizes that in the Old Babylonian period
the palace controlled the circulation of silver effectively as long
as private overland trade did not upset the silver balance.
Accumulations of silver as treasure seem then to have been
restricted to palace and temple, from which the metal might
have reached other strata of the population. Still, the dowry
lists and precious objects mentioned in the wills of that time
bespeak clearly the rarity of silver and gold.

On the subject of individual wealth, one may draw attention
to a source of information on Old Babylonian Mesopotamia that
has not yet been investigated thoroughly. These are the omen
texts that reveal within their gamut of expectations and appre-
hensions (as reflected in the prognoses) a remarkable degree of
economic mobility: poor people expect to become rich; the rich
are afraid of becoming poor; both dread interference from the
palace administration. It is difficult to ascertain how far and in
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what specific contexts the impression of economic mobility
which these texts convey corresponds to reality.

Another problem important for an appreciation of Meso-
potamian economics has to be taken up now. This was the
practice of making capital—staples or silver—a commodity for
the use of which interest was charged. This practice constitutes a
trait’ peculiar to Mesopotamia, a characteristic feature that is
rejected in regions west of Mesopotamia just as much as, e.g,,
the practice of drinking beer instead of wine, of using sesame
instead of olive oil.

In a letter from Ugarit we read in the awkward Akkadian
characteristic of these texts one of those revealing sentences that
shed more light on the economic life of the time than hundreds
of monotonous and lengthy tablets: “Give [in the meantime)
the 140 shekels which are still outstanding from your own
money but do not charge interest between us—we are both
gentlemen!”12 This curious and unique reference to a status
situation mentioned for the purpose of influencing an economic
relationship acquires meaning and significance when one con-
nects it with a passage in Deuteronomy, 23:20 (and in Leviticus,
25:36-37), “Unto a stranger thou mayest lend upon usury; but
unto thy brother thou shalt not lend upon usury.” We see that
both the Ugarit letter and the passage from the Old Testament
exhibit the same disinclination to use capital as a commodity.
Among the Old Assyrian traders, however, the taking of
interest and of compound interest is completely acceptable. Of
course, they prefer to pay interest at the rate “one brother
charges the other.”

It is well known that the biblical attitude roward what we
translate as “usury” has had a far-reaching and fateful impact
upon the economic history of the West. The prohibition of usury
was taken over by the early Church and maintained in force
with remarkable inflexibility through the entire medieval
period in the face of all the pressure generated by slowly but
profoundly changing economic conditions. Only the dislocation
of the ideological background of the medieval civilization in
Europe—the Reformation—was able to break the stranglehold
of the traditional attitude of the Church upon the economic life
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of Europe. Throughout the long theological discussions in
scholastic as well as in popular literature (up to the seventeenth
century), “capitalistic”’ concepts of money were often linked with
the name of Babylon, a name representing a city rich and
materialistic, an eminently efficient social and economic organ-
ization. The importance of our passage from Ugarit lies in the
fact that it compels us to reconsider our evaluation of the
contrast: biblical versus Babylonian ethics, in terms of economic
rather than moral considerations. The references in Western
texts, i.e., those from Syria and Palestine, indicate that there the
economic situation was diametrically opposed to that of
Babylonia. What caused the difference?

Here is one possible explanation. Economic integration was
effectuated in Babylonia (i.e., southern Mesopotamia as against
Assyria and the West) to a large extent in terms of a storage
economy so constituted as to be self-supporting, with a center in
either the palace or the temple. I would like to stress that this
does not—and probably never did—represent the only existing
means of economic integration in that region. In fact, a sym-
biosis seems to have evolved between the storage centers and a
layer of the population engaged in independent economic
activity either as individuals or as a group of persons of equal
status. The coexistence of divergent systems of integration,
storage versus private economy, seems to have created or
favored the use of money, that is, surplus staples. Money, or its
equivalent in goods, is used under such circumstances as a tool
and as a means of exercising economic pressure by making it a
commodity to be rented and paid for. For reasons which we
cannot explain, the storage economy originally lacked the means
of contacting the world around it for those raw materials which
fate had denied to the locale, such as stone, metal, and timber.
Due to background or predilections, the groups outside the
magic circle of the storage system were sufficiently mobile and
commercially minded to serve the center as such means of
contact and to be paid for their services. Thus a symbiotic
arrangement could well have supplied the needs of both parties
and created an economic climate which, among other conse-
quences, favored the urbanization that occurred so early and
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efficiently in this region. In the northwest, in Assyria and Syria,
the homeland of the village communities, capital circulated
only among the elite of the population, a group of equal status,
whether it was ethnically identical with the villagers or repre-
sented a layer of conquerors. There, money could not be used to
exercise economic pressure (between private initiative and
storage center inertia), and the taking of interest was socially,
and therefore morally, unacceprable. This, by the way, holds
true also for Greece and even for Rome, and demonstrates again
the uniqueness of Mesopotamia in a world that evolved quite
different forms of economic integration on which were based
different moral codes of behavior.

The Old Testament speaks often and with hatred and con-
tempt of Babylon’s and Nineveh’s merchants, which again
points out—as unerringly as only bitter hate can do—an impor-
tant feature of the economic life in Babylonia that was rejected
in the West. We know very little of how trade was enacted
within a Mesopotamian city. Of course, real estate (houses,
fields, and gardens) were bought and sold, and there was income
from temple offices (prebends) or shares thereof, and from slaves
and even children, quite rarely animals (bovines and donkeys)
and a very small number of mobilia. But staple transactions are
not recorded as sales, and foodstuffs are never mentioned in
any context that would suggest a form of trade. For the problem
of the market, reference should be made here to the discussion
on page 129.

What the Bible refers to as alien and objectionable is overland
trade, for which Mesopotamia was apparently famed.’s The
same aversion against this type of trade is expressed in Vergil’s
omnis feret omnia tellus (Ecl. IV 39) which sees in autarchy an
ideal economic situation. Evidence for this kind of trade, with its
important political connotations, comes from nearly every
period and region that has given us documentary evidence in
cuneiform.

On principle, two types of foreign trade, as well as intercity
trade, have to be distinguished. First is the export of industrial
goods, which in Mesopotamia means, as we have seen, textiles
produced by serfs in the self-contained organizations of temple
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or palace to create the means of exchange needed for importing
metal, stone, lumber, spices, and perfumes. The second is a
carrying trade between foreign cities, trading outposts, and
barbarian tribes who lacked the prestige, the political power, and
the initiative necessary to engage in trade relations on the basis
of treaties. Both types of trade are attested around the Persian
Gulf and in Asia Minor before the Dark Age as well as along the
Euphrates route into the Mediterranean littoral before and
after that period. There were certainly other regions in which
this and similar types of trade were carried on, but we lack
documentary evidence. In both instances, trade contributed
directly or indirectly toward the raising of the living standard in
Mesopotamia and—above all—helped to increase the spreading
influence of Mesopotamian civilization.

The inventories of the traders (tamkaru) of the period before
the Dark Age speak often of the importation of a large variety
of luxury goods and essential raw materials, apparently for the
court of the king and the temple of the god, but there is never
a direct mention of export activities. Trade seems to have been
conducted on a purely administrative level, and private ini-
tiative or gain was not openly admitted. In the Old Babylonian
period that followed, the role of the tamkaru became clearly
more complex in the south, the range of his activities increased,
and there is reason to believe that the traders in royal service
(especially those of Larsa) were allowed to grow rich. The degree
of the trader’s freedom of disposition and individual financial
responsibility and initiative can not yet be established with any
clarity. Only from the Ur of the early Old Babylonian period
have we evidence that the importers of copper from beyond the
Persian Gulf transacted their business by pooling their funds and
by sharing the risks, the responsibility, and the profits. These
texts repeatedly mention the kdru, a merchant organization
with a seat and a legal status of its own, outside the city proper.

We are best informed, for a short period before the Dark
Age, about the Old Assyrian merchants who settled in Kani$
in Anatolia. Merchants are known to have had settlements in
other localities of that region and along the communication lines
to Assur, although no textual evidence has been found there.
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Their numerous letters, accounts, and legal documents (amount-
ing now to more than 16,000 texts, all but 2,000 unpublished)
have been found in Kani¥, in Boghazkeui, and, in very small
numbers, outside of Anatolia.’# No text of that kind has yet
been discovered in Assur proper, the very center of the trade
organization. All the texts show the merchants in at least two
roles: handling the export of textiles manufactured in or traded
through the town of Assur, and acting as intermediaries between
mining and smelting centers and distributors in the copper and
iron trade within Asia Minor. Their reports on their dealings
with native rulers, and on their business activities with other
merchants and with natives, give us most of our information
about Asia Minor at the beginning of the second millennium.
One cannot fail to notice the freedom of movement of these
traders, the security of communication without reference to any
military protection, the large returns in silver and gold which
their activities yielded, and, above all, the pride of the mer-
chants in their social status, and in their high ethical standards.
The picture given by the tablets unearthed at Kani¥ is one which
is rare in the economic history of the ancient Near East and
finds its analogy only in the Phoenician cities of the Iron Age and
in the Nabatean caravan trade of the first centuries of our era.
We still do not know what historic circumstances fostered this
short-lived flowering in Kani§; it lasted little more than three
generations. It may well have been the self-interest of the
native kinglets and their needs rather than a political power
that protected these traders.

Additional international trade relations are reported in Mari
texts; they link the Persian Gulf, with its island emporium
Telmun, via the Euphrates, Aleppo, and the Orontes valley, to
the Mediterranean. Mari seems, furthermore, to have been a
station on the tin trade route (between inner Asia and the
Mediterranean) which somewhat earlier was in the hands of
Assyrian merchants. Tin was, of course, essential for the manu-
facture of bronze, and it could be had in quantity only from
sources outside Mesopotamia, reaching there through the hands
of many intermediaries. Mari trade was apparently operated on
a different level from that of Ur and Kani¥; caravans enjoyed
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royal protection and brought foreign merchants from court to
court, granting them something similar to diplomatic status.

After the Dark Age had passed, a situation similar to that
attested in Mari is encountered all over the ancient Near East.
Merchants of the type found in Kani§, Assur, and probably also
in Ur have disappeared. The traders have become royal emis-
saries carrying precious gifts from one ruler to the other and are
sometimes called $a mandatti, a designation which seems to
refer to the source of their capital.’+s There exist treaties to
guarantee their protection and to limit their activities, which
apparently could be combined with private initiative. The risks
seem to have become considerable; we begin to read in the
correspondence from Amarna and the documents from Ugarit
and Boghazkeui about attacks on caravans and the murder of
merchants. Trade relations between the Hittite capital Hattu3a
in Anarolia, Ugarit, Alalakh, and Mesopotamia proper seem to
have been surprisingly intense in view of the instability of the
political situation and the dangers of overland communication.!s
Strangely enough, cuneiform texts, soon after the Amarna
period, are silent with respect to trade and traders, and this
silence extends, for all practical purposes, to the very end of the
Babylonian empire.!5e Still, one cannot assume that trade re-
lations ceased through that millennium, especially since they are
known to have flourished greatly in the subsequent period when
Arameans and Arab tribes handled the extensive caravan traffic
in the triangle between the Mediterranean, the Red Sea, and
the Persian Gulf, not to speak of the routes leading deep into
central Asia. There are a sufficient number of allusions scattered
through the texts of the entire millennium to make this absence
of any direct references to trade still more conspicuous.

The following is additional evidence that bespeaks the
continuous existence, if not the steady growth, of foreign trade
in, through, and around Mesopotamia. From a recently dis-
covered inscription, we learn that Sargon II (721705 B.C.) was the
first Assyrian ruler who succeeded in forcing Egypt to open
trade relations with his country and that he considered the fact
so important as to mention it in an inscription.!® Egypt had to
abandon its traditional isolation—its “sealed-off frontiers,” as
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Sargon puts it tellingly—after a successful Assyrian campaign
that took place on Egypt’s Palestinian border.'¢s Here we have
another indication that Assyria was interested, i.e., participated,
ininternational trade relations. Later, according to a well-known
inscription of Sargon’s grandson, Esarhaddon (680~669 B.c.), the
inhabitants of the city of Babylon, rebuilt by Esarhaddon after
his father, Sennacherib, had destroyed it, are again granted the
privilege of unrestricted trade with the entire world.*” This
passage shows that the Babylonians had lived and probably
thrived into the reign of Sennacherib, i.e., during a period of
political impotence, on overland trade. One receives the
impression that both Babylonian and Assyrian trade had changed
at the beginning of the first millennium from the old export-
import to the more profitable carrying trade. It thus could well
have linked the East, the countries accessible via the Persian
Gulf and those whose goods came across the Iranian plateau,
to the Mediterranean Sea. It is no coincidence that at this time
the long-interrupted contact with the East was taken up again;
the island emporium of Telmun reappears, after nearly a
millennium of eclipse, in cuneiform sources; and Sennacherib
plants Indian cotton in his royal garden. At the western end of
the trade route were the cities of the Phoenician coast, Sidon and
Tyre, whose struggle against Assyria is often recorded in royal
inscriptions. The Neo-Babylonian kings—Nebuchadnezzar II,
Neriglissar, and Nabonidus—who continued the Assyrian
imperial policy after the fall of Nineveh, fought in Cilicia, dealt
with Phoenician cities, and traveled deep into Arabia in an
unprecedented way. It is certainly no accident that the rab
tamkari, “chief trader,” was a high official at the court of the
Babylonian kings, an office which was held under Nebuchad-
nezzar II by a man called Haniinu, ie., Hanno, a typical
Phoenician name.’8

The lack of any written evidence for first-millennium trade is
not easily explained. It may be suggested that the entire trade
was in Aramaic hands and that these merchants used papyrus
and leather as writing material. After all, only a very small
fraction of the private legal acts was recorded in cuneiform on
clay even during the Neo-Babylonian period when this technique
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continued to be used mainly by the temple administrations of
Sippar, Ur, Babylon, and others. More difficult even than the
problem of the traders is the question of the merchandise
handled by them, and the geographical extent of trading. We
do not have answers to these questions.

“The Great Organizations”

In every civilization the network of social interaction is articu-
lated within established channels that are co-ordinated in a
characteristic and unique manner. For Mesopotamia, one such
pattern of integration found its most direct expression in the
city. This pattern maintained its effectiveness through three
millennia of history. In order to study and to analyze it ade-
quately, its composite nature has to be recognized as an essential
feature and the components have to be investigated, first
separately and then in their relationship to one another. Let us
distinguish two essential components: first, the community of
persons of equal status bound together by a consciousness of
belonging, realized by directing their communal affairs by
means of an assembly, in which, under a presiding officer, some
measure of consensus was reached as it was the case in the rich
and quasi-independent old cities of Babylonia; second, an organ-
ization of persons entirely different in structure and tempera-
ment from the community just mentioned, whose center and
raison d’étre was either the temple or the palace, either the house-
hold of the deity or that of the king. Both were closed-circuit
organizations in which goods and services were channeled into a
circulation system and where the entire personnel was inte-
grated in a hierarchic order. It seems advantageous to approach
these two great organizations first for a discussion and an
analysis and then to treat the city itself and its relationship to
the temple and palace.

Before discussing the differences between palace and temple,
certain common features should be pointed out. Each derived
its income primarily from agricultural holdings, either directly
or through payment of rent and taxes; secondarily, from what
the workshops of the organization produced; and, lastly, from
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what was offered by the pious worshipers of the god and gifts
prompted by the respect or fear shown by the king’s allies and
tributaries. A central administration received all income and
disposed of it by redistributing what was not set aside for
storage according to a pattern that was dictated for the palace
by political considerations and, for the temple, by custom.
Both administrations supported by means of food rations, oil,
clothing allowances, and a number of other benefits the
managerial personnel who directed, administered, and con-
trolled the work, the deliveries, and the payments. The reason
the systems differed only in certain specific instances was simply
that both temple and palace remained households, the temple
that of the deity, the palace that of the king. The deity is con-
ceived as residing in his cella, to be fed, clothed, and cared for
appropriately, just like the king on his dais. King and god alike
were surrounded by a personnel which we call respectively
courtiers and—quite inappropriately—priests, who called them-
selves slaves in relation to their master. The menial work
was performed either by slaves or to a much larger extent
by persons of restricted freedom (serfs) who were obliged to
devote either all or a part of their time and work to the central
authority.’8= The number of these attendants, officials, serfs, and
slaves varied greatly according to the importance and status of
the “household” to which they belonged. Prisoners of war
swelled their ranks, as did free citizens in times of famine who
attached themselves or their children to such households.
The splendor and luxury displayed in temple and palace
demanded not only materials which had to be imported but
attracted artists and craftsmen and others whose talents could
serve them best in these cirumstances.

The provenience of such a large body of serfs—especially in
the early (pre-Sargonic) temples as those of Laga§—should give
considerable concern to the social historian. To speak here of
conquered and subjugated population strata offers a much too
obvious answer, which moreover has no base in the known
history of the region. It is thinkable that we might be faced here
with a phenomenon which is more restricted locally than we
are accustomed to assume and which might be the expression of
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a specific socio-ideological situation in which certain groups of
the population expressed their relation to the deity in terms
of menial service dedicated to the god’s household. What legal
or pious fiction or what economic or social pressure conditioned
this artitude, we shall probably never know.

All these common features should not make us forget the
far-reaching differences which separated the temple from the
palace, and the wide range of variations that must have existed
among the individual palaces and temples throughout the
millennia of history over the extensive reaches of Mesopotamia
proper (from Ur and even Eridu to Dur-83arrukin) and the
regions under Mesopotamian influence (from Susa to Alalakh).
The specific requirements of cults in the sanctuaries, the size of
their endowments, the rank of their deities, and their relation-
ship to the king determined the style in which the temple
functioned. Royal largess, rather than the returns of its
agricultural investments and the pious generosity of its wor-
shipers, often, and especially in the later periods, provided the
means the temple could utilize for the purpose of displaying
the wealth of the deity. The extent of the realm and the political
and military effectiveness of the king bore directly on the size
of the establishment. The desire of every powerful ruler to
build a new palace made palace architecture at all times a
revealing mirror of the creative aspirations of the period.
Palace personnel reflected in number and quality the power of
the ruler, and—if we knew more about it—would also offer us
a good picture of the internal politics of his time. Still, it seems
that personal talents and achievements permitted a higher
degree of mobility for the individual within the necessarily
hierarchic organization of the royal household than in that of
the deity where status and concomitant wealth depended
mainly on descent, although individual initiative could cer-
tainly successfully manipulate inherited and acquired wealth.

A discussion of the palace as a functioning socioeconomic
institution must be introduced by clarifying the position and
function of the Mesopotamian king. If properly documented, a
study of Mesopotamian kingship would easily fill a book far
longer than the present one, and even a prolonged discussion
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of this topic would keep us from achieving our goal, to present,
if possible, all aspects of Mesopotamian civilization without
undue stress on any one of them. But since kingship has been the
topic of two recent studies (see bibliographical footnote), it can
be dealt with here somewhat succinctly.

From the point of view of Mesopotamian civilization, there
was only one institution in the modern sense of the word:
kingship. As a main characteristic of civilized living, it was of
divine origin. The divinity of kingship expresses itself differently
in Babylonia and Assyria. In Babylonia, from the time of Sargon
of Akkad until the Hammurapi period, the name of the king
was often written with the determinative piNGIR (“god”),
used normally for gods and objects intended for worship. We
also know, from Ur IIl texts and, sporadically, from later
documents, that statues of deceased kings received shares of
the offerings in the temple.?® The sanctity of the royal person is
often, especially in Assyrian texts, said to be revealed by a
supernatural and awe-inspiring radiance or aura which, accord-
ing to the religious literature, is characteristic of deities and of
all things divine. A number of terms refer to this phenomenon;
among them the probably pre-Sumerian term melammf,
something like “awe-inspiring luminosity,” is most frequent,?
while other terms stress the quality of tremendum inherent in
this accepted phenomenon. The royal halo is also referred to in
Middle Persian (Sassanian) texts as xvarena, in late classical as
aura, and a corresponding nimbus is pictured about the living
emperor as late as in early Christian representations. This
melammi terrifies and overwhelms the enemies of the king but
is said to be taken away from him if he loses divine support.
The royal apparel underlines the divine aspect of kingship; the
horned miter with which Naram-Sin is represented and the
kusitu garments of the Neo-Assyrian kings are similar to those
worn by images of the gods.2

The special relationship which—according to royal pro-
paganda—existed between the king and his god was said to
materialize in the successes of the ruler in war and in the
prosperity of the country in peace. It was often couched, especi-
ally in the Sumerian period, in terms of family relationships. The
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scribes and artists of the courts loved to elaborate on this topos
in their hectic and adulatory style in royal hymns (almost
exclusively Sumerian) and panegyric passages in royal inscrip-
tions. We do not intend to discuss in detail this type of literary
reference to the king and his position but rather intend to dwell
for a moment on the deep-seated differences between the
Babylonian and Assyrian concept of kingship. Sumer must be
omitted from this presentation, because the relationship evolv-
ing between the lugal (“king”) and the en (“high priest”)
is too complex and as yet too ill-defined to be mentioned but
in passing.22

The essential fact concerning the Assyrian king is that he was
the high priest of the god ASSur. As such, he performed sacrifices
and was in a position to influence both temple and cult. The
Babylonian king was admitted into the cella of Marduk but once
a year, and then only after having put aside his royal insignia.
The Assyrian king, as far as we know, was crowned anew each
year, the ceremony accompanied by shouts of “A$ur is king!”
The Assyrian kings only reluctantly, and apparently for reasons
of prestige, assumed the designation Sarru, “king,” which is
perhaps a foreign term in Akkadian, like basileus in Greek.23

It was an Assyrian custom to have the king act as eponym
(limmu) on a par with the highest administrative officers of the
realm. Years were not counted in Assyria as regnal years of the
king as was the case in Babylonia, but differentiated by the name
of ahigh official who acted as eponym. The king himself gave his
name to the first year of his own reign and the officials of the
realm, in a traditional sequence, to the subsequent years, after
which the king could again be the eponym for one year. A
possible explanation for this custom could be that the king was
originally only the primus inter pares of an amphictyonic league
of sheikhs, as we know the kings of Hana to have been, and
possibly also those of Na’iri. Assyrian tribal chieftains could well
have lived around the sanctuary of the god A¥ur and acted
there, at an early period at least, as kings and priests, each for
one year. As a matter of fact, it seems that in theory—and
probably originally in practice—the eponym, or ruler of the
year, was determined by lot.2¢ Such a lot through which the
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eponym of the year 833 B.c. was chosen is preserved; it bears
the following inscription: “O great lord, A$fur! O great lord,
Adad! this is the lot of Jahali, the chief intendant of Shalmaneser,
king of Assyria, [governor of] the city of Kipsuni, of the countries
..., the harbor director; make prosper the harvest of Assyria
and let it be bountiful in the eponym [established] by his lot!
May his lot come up!” We may assume that, originally, the
official whose lot came up was considered chosen by the god to
be his priest, or to perform some essential priestly function in
connection with the new year. Later, the sequence of officials
was determined by rank and tradition rather than by lot. In fact,
the kings of the Neo-Assyrian period seem to have spurned
this native practice and have not always and in the above-
outlined sequence assumed the office of eponym.

As priest, the Assyrian king participated, actively or as
object, in numerous and complex rituals which are described in
grear detail in certain texts. His person was carefully protected
from disease and especially from the evil influence of magic
because his well-being was considered essential for that of the
country. For this reason, Assyrian kings, as we know from the
letters in their archives, were surrounded by a host of diviners
and physicians. All ominous signs were observed and inter-
preted with regard to their bearing on the royal person. Complex
rituals existed to ward off evil signs, and at least one instance is
known in Assyria where a fatal prediction was counteracted by
the stratagem of making another person king (called $ar pithi,
“substitute king”) for one hundred days and then killing and
duly burying him so that the omen should be fulfilled burt fate
cheated and the true king kept alive.z5 Access to the king was
carefully regulated, even for the heir apparent, to avoid un-
toward encounters, and in each Assyrian palace was a room,
adjacent to the throne room, for ritual ablutions of the king.

The Assyrian coronation ritual prescribes that the court
officials deposit their symbols of office in front of the new king
and leave their place and join the suite of the king, thus indicat-
ing that they resign their positions, to be reappointed by the
newly crowned king,26

The case is quite different in Babylonia. We happen to have a
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list of the entire personnel of the court of Nebuchadnezzar II
He was surrounded by the administrators of his palace and of
his realm, by bureaucrats and vanquished kings who lived at
his court, whereas the officials of the Assyrian king seem to have
been primarily executors of his commands. After the Middle
Babylonian period, the Babylonian and Assyrian kings often had
viziers (the Akkadian term means “chief of the chancellery”)
whose names are given in the king lists; in Assyria, this happened
only in the late period.2” There the crown prince normally
assumed the role of chief administrator of the realm, which was
ruled from the “palace of the administration” (bit riditi).

The problem of succession was important in both countries.
Babylonian historical sources mention only rarely that a usurpa-
tion actually took place; but many predictions contained in the
omen collections show that the revolt of high officials and royal
princes was not exceptional. The events after the death of
Nebuchadnezzar II until the usurpation of the throne by
Nabonidus illustrate such incidents, and there is a letter of
Samsuiluna which indicates that he took over the throne before
the death of his father Hammurapi, who was ill.28 In Assyria,
much stress is placed on the legitimacy of the ruler, and long
genealogies often appear in the royal inscriptions, displaying
the pride of the kings in their royal ancestors. In view of such
exhibits, it is more than strange that some Assyrian Kkings
pointedly avoid mentioning their fathers and ancestry, as if
they were not of royal lineage, although we know from other
sources that this was the case. This deviation leaves the impres-
sion that there existed in the Assyria of the end of the second
and the beginning of the first millennium s.c. two ideal ruler
types, one who derived authority from the divinely guarded
lineage that extended deep into the past of Assyria, and the other
who saw in the very success of becoming king the approval of
the gods of Assyria, who had elevated him as the man chosen
for this task. The more interesting ruler image is the latter,
that of the “self-made man.” The older Sargon, who rose from
“an ark of bulrushes” to become the most famous ruler in
Mesopotamian history, was given a purely mythological back-
ground whereas Idrimi, self-made king of Alalakh, and likewise
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Ursa, self-made king of Urartu, represent themselves proudly as
heroes.2® Such coexisting ideals illustrate once again the
complexity of the Assyrian background.

The position of the Mesopotamian king in war was that of
leader of the army. Very few Assyrian kings entrusted an army
to such a top military official as the turtanu, who by his rank
commanded one half of the entire military might. Even the
achievements of the turtanu were frequently reported by the
king in the first-person singular. In peace, the king’s responsi-
bilities were predominantly social; in the historical period, only
the Assyrian king had definite cultic obligations, as we know
from a very diversified body of ritual texts that describe in detail
the king’s part in certain cultic acts, either recurrent in nature
or provoked by circumstances. In the early titulary of the
Babylonian kings, we find reflections of a much earlier stage, in
which the king, as the representative of the community, seems
to have been duty bound to participate in certain ritual acti-
vities.?® (A probably late practice involving the Babylonian
king at the festival of the New Year shows him in a rather
peculiar role, discussed on p. 122.)

As for his social responsibilities, the Mesopotamian king had
to guarantee legal protection for the underprivileged and was
expected to discharge these duties by establishing and maintain-
ing proper legal procedures and hearing appeals. Traditionally,
he promulgated laws and price regulations to correct abuses
and, above all, to change existing practices according to the
needs of those adversely affected by them. In certain instances,
the king devised new regulations for the protection of certain
strata of the population or guided the judges in making decisions
in cases involving a conflict of interests. The king as a lawgiver
disappears, however, with the Old Babylonian period, and at the
same time there is a cessation of royal attempts to promote
the general welfare by the remission of certain debts and by
regulating the rate of interest, the wages and fees for essential
services, and the prices of staples.3! Certain of these regulations,
in this period, seem to have been still within the responsibilities
of the temples; after the Dark Age, such regulations are rare.

Of course, contacts with foreign countries in times of peace
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were likewise a royal privilege. Diplomatic and trade relations
were always managed by the king and the officials designated
for that purpose.

As for the relationship between king and his subjects, one can
say that obedience to the proper authorities was considered by
the people of Mesopotamia as a main characteristic of civilized
living on the same level as worship for the gods. In the descrip-
tions of the strange ways of the unsedentary section of the
population this attitude is mentioned together with certain
eating habits and burial customs as culture traits which separate
the civilized from the uncivilized.32 The legal and practical
implications of this relationship are difficult to delineate. The
exemptions granted by the kings to certain officials, estates, and
even cities give us some insight as to the burden thar the royal
service could impose on individuals and communities. There
were not only direct taxes, the nature and extent of which are,
unfortunately, quite unknown, but also obligations to perform
all kinds of services for the palace and its officials, to keep up
roads and canals, and to serve in the army, about which we
also know next to nothing. All this must have varied greatly
according to local conditions and the power of the authorities
to enforce the execution of work and deliveries. The omen texts
are again revealing in those predictions which refer to contacts
between king and subject; they show a definitely dark picture,
with the palace acting harshly and unjustly, with seizure and
imprisonment.

Still, the Mesopotamian kings were anything but Oriental
despots. The Assyrian kings—of whom we happen to know
more than we do of their Babylonian counterparts—were always
careful not to offend their high administrative officials, whose
loyalty to the dynasry they at times had to secure by oaths and
agreements to insure the succession of the crown prince, and
who were quite ready to revolt against a king if they did not
approve of his policies. Throughout the intrigues and machina-
tions of the court, reported in the royal correspondence of the
Sargonids, there is no mention of terrorism or of death sen-
tences. Important segments of the population were protected
by their status as citizens of the old, privileged cities against any
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encroachments by the king, and it can be assumed that similar
arrangements existed between administrators and those
governed all over the realm. There are no traces anywhere
of any popular reaction against royal administration, as
is discernible in the Old Testament both in fact and in
political aspirations as they manifest themselves in messianic
ideals.

As for the king and his family, one should note firsc that the
term “queen” was only applied to goddesses and those women
—in fact, only the queens of the Arabs—who served as rulers.
The chief wife (called with deferential circumlocution “she-of-
the-palace”) and the royal concubines lived, at least at the
Assyrian court, in a harem guarded by eunuchs. Their way of
living was carefully regulated by royal edicts. We know from a
number of letters written at the court in the last period of the
Assyrian kingdom that the influence of the king’s spouse and
his mother was politically important at times.33 All are over-
shadowed, however, by the fame of Semiramis, the widow of
Samsi-Adad V and probably a Babylénian princess, who seems
to have ruled the country during the minority of their son,
Adad-nirari IIl, and even later, when she continued to maintain
her title as queen and had her name mentioned on monuments
beside that of her son, the ruling king.3* A number of stories
about her by Greek authors are preserved.

The king’s palace represented an organization of major
economic importance within the Mesopotamian city. Into it
poured the tribute of subjugated and even of distant peoples,
the yield of royal estates, and the products of royal workshops.
From its storehouses had to be fed and clad, according to their
status, the members of the royal family, the administrative
officials of country and palace, the personnel of the royal house-
hold, the standing army and a host of serfs, slaves, and others
who depended on the palace for their living. As for its origin,
it is difficult to determine whether the palace organization
developed solely from manorial roots, whether it is to be con-
sidered, in certain respects, as an offshoot of the early Sumerian,
if not pre-Sumerian, temple organization, or whether it is to be
related to alien, non-Mesopotamian political concepts. We are
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rather poorly informed about the administration of the palace.
A small number of Old Akkadian administrative documents, a
body of material coming from Nippur of the Middle Babylonian
period, and eventually the Neo-Assyrian texts coming from
Calah and Nineveh—few in number—are all we have. To
supplement these three main sources are isolated Old Babylon-
ian documents and a large section of the material found at
Chagar Bazar, Alalakh, Ugarit, and Nuzi, which remain to be
investigated as to their bearing on the nature of the administra-
tion of a palace.

A redistribution system of the magnitude of the Mesopo-
tamian palace organization almost certainly conflicted in some
way with that of the temple organization in Babylonia, and yet
nothing is known of any stress between them. Apparently the
temple organization was on a steady decline after the Sumerian
period, and the palace organization, grown rich and complex in
a territorial state, overshadowed it increasingly as time pro-
gressed. The increase in documents coming from the temple
administration of Neo-Babylonian Uruk and Sippar does not
prove necessarily that these temple organizations were more
than locally important. It is possible that the administrative
acts of the realm were already at that time recorded with ink
on parchment and are therefore lost to us.

From the point of view of architecture and ground plan, the
Mesopotamian palace shows certain specific features: the throne
room in which the king received ambassadors and other visitors,
the large courtyard in front of it, and a spacious hall, perhaps
used for official banquets, a purpose suggested by an Assyrian
text which contains instructions for such a feast, to be attended
by the king and his nobles. Living quarters for the king and his
entourage, as well as storage rooms, were built around these
principal areas. A comparative study of excavated palaces has
not been made, although it would yield information about
local differences and variations in design from one epoch to
another. The building or rebuilding of a palace is often described
in Assyrian records in considerable detail. It seems that every
important city had a palace although quite often rather as the
seat of the residing representative of the central administration
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than as the abode of the king, and thatin certain capitals anumber
of them were built by successive rulers.

The history of the Mesopotamian temple as an institution is
very much in the dark, although there is no scarcity of text
material, especially for the Sumerian (primarily from Telloh) and
the Neo-Babylonian (from Uruk and Sippar) periods.3s Un-
fortunately, these documents are concerned exclusively with the
lower personnel of the sanctuaries, the workers and craftsmen
who received wages and rations, and with the accounting for
material for the manufacture of specific objects. The temple was
organized as a typical redistribution system with its characteristic
double aspect, incoming rents and gifts and outgoing rations and
wages. Income was derived primarily from invested gifts, i.e.,
from land donated to the temple by kings, and only secondarily
from occasional dedications of the spoils of war, precious objects,
and, above all, prisoners of war.

Only from the Neo-Babylonian period have we evidence that
the worshipers dropped small gifts of silver into boxes at the
entrance of the sanctuary, a custom which is mentioned in the
Bible.3s We happen to have this information because the kings
levied a tax on the income of the temple and even had an official
in the sanctuary for the protection of their interests. For this time
we have two large temple archives at our disposal—that of the
Samas¥ temple in Sippar and that of the Itar sanctuary Eanna in
Uruk. They reveal quite different aspects of the temple economy
of the first half of the first millennium 8.c.: while the Uruk texts
throw much light on the management of the agricultural hold-
ings of the remple, those from Sippar (still largely unpublished)
show, interestingly enough, the impact of the rising money
economy on the temple organization. Of the higher echelons of
the temple administration we know very little. It seems that the
Sangi-priest (literally, perhaps, chief priest) headed the adminis-
trative side of the sanctuary’s activities, while the enu-priest may
have related the temple and its community to the deity in ways
which differed from sanctuary to sanctuary. A priestly hierarchy
in the customary sense of that term is nowhere attested, and we
do not know whether heredity or qualification were decisive in
appointments and what the procedure for such appointments
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was. Apart from the persons needed to run the temple’s business,
the scribes and overseers of all kinds, the cultic aspect required, as
well as the chief priest and perhaps his assistants, only those
exorcists and experts in divination who were essential for the
proper functioning of both the temple and the palace. Larger
sanctuaries probably had some division of labor for the ritualsand
processions required by their specific practices, which we must
assurne to have varied greatly according to the nature of the deity
who was thought to live in the sanctuary. The scribes who served
the temple administration kept up the tradition by teaching their
craft in the time-honored way of having apprentices copy old
texts. Thus the temples played a rather important role in keeping
up the literary tradition, even though they had no libraries of
their own.

The role of the temple in relation to the community, as far as it
can be ascertained, was twofold; certain social responsibilities
were assumed by the sanctuary, and certain cultic services were
rendered to the community as a whole but hardly to the indivi-
dual. The temple endeavored in various ways to correct the
grievances of the economically underprivileged. This was done in
the Old Babylonian period by establishing standards of weights
and measures to prevent the victimizing of the poor and by
standardizing the rate of interest, whose fluctuations had been
constantly used in favor of the creditor. In general, the temple
sought to set an example, to establish norms and just standards.
Quite frequently in the Old Babylonian, and sometimes in later
periods, we find the temple granting small loans without interest
in cases of hardship.3¢ From administrative documents coming
from Neo-Babylonian Uruk, we learn about parents dedicating
their children as oblates to the temple to save their lives during a
famine, and there areindications that this also happenedin earlier
periods.37 The temple used these oblates and their descendants
by letting them follow their callings and receiving income from
them, as was often done at that time with slaves.

What cultic services were rendered by the temple to the
community which harbored it is not clear. The administration of
oaths and perhaps ordeals should be mentioned first, because
these practices are well attested, especially in the Old Babylonian
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period. It does not seem likely that the temple provided cultic
assistance to private persons at any moment of their lives, from
birth to burial. Diviners, exorcists, and other professional persons
of the type we are wont to call priests may have had this function,
but spiritual power was not invested in them through the temple
with which they may or may not have had a connection or
through their relationship with those who consulted them. Solely
training and personal potential gave them status and authority.
The basicfunction of the temple for the community seems to have
been its mere existence in the sense that it linked the city to the
deity by providing a permanent dwelling place. The house in
which the god lived (see below, p. 186ff.) was maintained and
provided for in due form in order to secure for the city the
prosperity and happiness which the god’s presence was taken to
guarantee. Beyond that, the common man was given the oppor-
tunity to admire only from afar the glamor of the image displayed
in the background of the sanctuary, which he himself was not
permitted to enter, at least in Babylonia.38 Or he was a spectator
when the images were carried in processions which displayed the
temple’s wealth and pomp, and he participated in the collective
joys of festivals of thanksgiving and in expressions of ceremonial
mourning. The only person in the community who had the right
to claim the cultic functions of the temple under specific circum-
stances was the king (see p. 102). A chasm similar to that between
the temple and the individual worshiper separated the king from
his loyal subjects.

The building and the constant maintenance of the sanctuaries
was a royal prerogative and obligation. From victorious kings the
temple expected a share in the booty, especially precious votive
gifts to be exhibited to the deity in the cella and the dedication of
prisoners of war to increase the labor force of the temple. Under
the rutelage of the priests, from the Old Babylonian period on-
ward, kings were made to see that the building of larger and more
sumptuously decorated sanctnaries with higher temple rowers
was an essential part of their duty toward the god, an expression
of thanks as well as a guarantee of future successes. The Assyrian
kings performed their duties in this respect much more energetic-
ally than was the case in Babylonia. The basically different
position of the king in Assyria expresses itself in the repeatedly
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attested influence he exercised on the cult, such as the creation of
new images. Similar attempts of Nabonidus to introduce cult
changes in Babylonia—whether involving a tiara for the sun god
or something as important as preference for the cult of Sin in
Harran—led to violent reactions to such innovations.3? Open
conflict of this kind is extremely rare, but one should not assurne
that the development which finds royal commissaries on the
administrative boards of the most famous temples in the Neo-
Babylonian period came about apparently without clashes of
interest. On the same boards—though evidently only when they
acted in judicial functions—appears also the assembly of the
citizens of the town that harbored the sanctuary. In short, the
relationship between temple, king, and city was extremely
complex during the millennia of our documentation, although,
more often than not, it fails vo throw light on this essential aspect
of Mesopotamian civilization. The relationship must clearly have
been enacted on several distinct levels, those of power politics
and economics and of cult being only the most obvious ones.
While the temple strove for economic independence secured by
agricultural holdings and sufficient manpower, the king also had
to maintain and increase the fiscal base of support of the palace,
i.e., of the state. The role of the city itself, that is, of the assembly
of free citizens, is far less clear; the assembly might well have been
instrumental in keeping the clashing interestsin line. Eventually,
of course, it profited from the existing tensions.

The City

The complex of social institutions that grew out of the pheno-
menon of urbanization has attracted more and more attention
in the last decades. Obviously, a civilization like the Mesopo-
tamian, whose records go further back than those of any other,
should be the perfect area of research for a pertinent investiga-
tion. In fact, alarge number of cuneiform texts bearing directly or
indirectly on this topic is invitingly at hand. The information this
material contains, if properly interpreted, could be supple-
mented by what the Old Testament and Greek sources yield, in
particular on the topic of incipient urbanization. Although the
Bible and Greek sources are much later in terms of absolute
chronology, they are, strange as it may seem, older than even
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the earliest Sumerian documents bearing on the city, that is, in
terms . of the relative chronology of the phenomenon
“urbanization.”

An important and as yet not fully recognized fact concerning
the problem of urbanization has to be pointed out before we can
embark upon a more detailed study of this topic. Urbanization
is not the only social pattern which can articulate the political
and social structure of a civilization, and lead to the development
of large-scale political bodies and eventually to what we term
political history. As important as the growth and the conse-
quences of urbanization are, the undeniable trend against
urbanization has to be credited with an important share in the
development of the historical events in this part of Asia. The
anti-urban tendencies in and, for the most part, around Meso-
potamia have to be recognized as social and political facts,
exactly as does the trend roward living in cities, if one is to
achieve a genuine understanding of the history of the time
between the first emerging city-states and the conquest of
Mesopotamia by the Arabs.+ In a perennial battle characterized
by sudden reverses and a persistent instability of polirical
power, the pattern of the events in this region was shaped by
pro- and anti-urbanization tendencies. Urbanization created and
tenaciously maintained cities which evolved into centers of
political gravity but which evoked in turn anticentralization
reactions in certain strata of the popularion. These strata, because
of tradition or previous experience, show definite and often
effective resistance not only against living in sertlements of
greater complexity than the village but also against the power—
be it political, military, or fiscal—that an urban center was
bound to exercise over them.

The urbanization process as such in Mesopotamia is totally
beyond our reach. The cities appear quite early with toponyms
that belong to one or the other of the several languages
spoken there before the emergence of either the Sumerians or
the Akkadians. For unknown reasons, the center of urbaniza-
tion lay in southern Mesopotamia. It may even be said—and
probably must be said although no conventional proof can
support it—that there alone within the entire ancient Near
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East spontaneous urbanization took place. It is true that cities
rose here and there around royal residences, trading settle-
ments (ports of trade), wells, and certain sanctuaries, but no-
where do we find such an agglomeration of urban settlements as
in southern Babylonia—and so early in history at that. In this
dark and remote period originated the basic attitude of Meso-
potamian civilization toward the city as a social phenomenon.
This attitude is one of unconditional acceptance of the city as
the one and only communal organization. There is nothing here
of that resentment against the city which in certain passages of
the Old Testament still echoes the nomadic past with nostalgia
and which goes hand in hand with the rejection of that type of
storage agriculture that forms the basis of a redistribution
system.4! Neither are there in these cities any vestiges or even
memories of a tribal organization such as have left their un-
mistakable imprint on Muslim cities. What is more, even that
antagonism between city-dwellers and those who live in the
open countryside, which is characteristic of many urban civil-
izations, cannot be found in the cuneiform sources. Only
nomadic invaders and the uncouth inhabitants of the Zagros
mountains are sometimes despised as being devoid of the
essential qualities of civilized people with regard to personal
behavior, the care for the dead, and willingness to submit to
organized government.

Such enemies of the Assyrians as dwelt in cities and were
ruled by kings were considered equal and are never referred to
as barbarians, “Asiatics,” or the like. The detailed and interested
descriptions of foreign countries and their particular achieve-
ments which appear in certain Neo-Assyrian royal inscriptions
(concerning Urartu and Egypt) give evidence for this attitude.+2

A passage in a Sumerian poetic text written in praise of Ur
asserts that even a native of Marha$i—a mountain region of
Elam—becomes civilized when living in Ur, so proudly certain
were its inhabitants of achieving the acculturation of any
paganus.+3

On the social level, the solidarity of a Mesopotamian city is
reflected in the absence of any status or ethnic or tribal articula-
tion. Constituted as an assembly, the community of citizens,
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though as a rule only of the old, rich, and privileged cities,
administrated the city under a presiding official.++ Although no
direct indications are available, one may well assume that, at
least originally, the assembly included every householder,
with the eldermen playing an important role. Quite rarely do we
find (e.g., in an Old Babylonian text) that only its most impor-
tant persons (qaqqadat ali) act in a special capacity for the city,
or that, in an unusually serious matter, the important persons
of Assur address a letter to the king together with its lesser
citizens.#5 Some kind of oligarchic tendencies cannot have failed
to appear in an assembly of this type, which was not “demo-
cratic” in the Western sense of this much abused term, but
functioned rather like a tribal gathering, reaching agreement by
consensus under the guidance of the more influential, richer, and
older members. These assemblies—here we have to telescope a
complex and lengthy development—write letters to kings and
receive missives from them; they fight for their exemptions and
privileges and have them confirmed by the king. They also
make legal decisions, sell real estate within the city that has no
private owner, and assume corporate responsibility in cases of
murder or robbery committed even outside the city, within a
specified distance. We know about the last point from instruc-
tions (found in Nuzi) given to the mayor of a city, from the
Hittite laws, and from Deuteronomy 21:iff. The region outside
the city wall and probably also outside the suburbs was denoted
by various terms (pan seri, ersetu, limitu, talbitu, patu) and seems
to have included farms and manors belonging to the inhabitants
of the city (see p. 129).

To repeat, the city harbored within its walls not only the
community of citizens but the temple and the palace. An
answer as to how two such discrepant socioeconomic patterns
(city v. temple-palace) could develop in the same ecological
context and yet establish a symbiosis which proved extremely
successful and long lasting, would bring us much nearer to the
primary forces which influenced the rise and the development
toward urbanization.

A number of suggestions offer themselves only too easily and
should be mentioned here—mainly sed ne taceatur. The natural
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tensions between villages of settled fishermen and hoe-agricul-
turists with bovines for traction, a few donkeys, sheep and pigs,
and seminomads who moved up and down along the rivers
with large herds and also raised cereals on occasion, could
have provided a stimulus. One can also think of sacred localities
that served as central meeting places for a region inhabited
by seminomadic groups; there was one such in the Sippar
of the early Old Babylonian period or, much more uncertain,
in the earliest Nippur in mid-Babylonia. Interacting develop-
ments, such as increased agricultural production through
systematic engineering, the growth of fortified power centers,
together with the increasing contacts among settlements and
tribal areas, to mention only a few of the possible contributing
factors, encouraged the growth of cities. What is perhaps most
significant in this flowering is that it was not one city which
evolved or several cenrters distant from each other, but an
agglomeration of cities. Such important towns as Eridu, Ur,
Larsa, and Uruk were actually in sight of each other, and that
without natural boundaries separating them.

In view of the composite character of the Mesopotamian city,
the nature and character of the community itself and the
peculiar relationship between intracity and intercity economic
integrations, I venture to offer another hypothesis: The com-
munity of citizens was originally made up of owners of landed
property, fields, gardens, and manorial estates situated along
natural canals and depressions, that could be easily improved
by simple irrigation methods and on which a labor force of
family members, serfs, and slaves produced food and the few
essential goods necessary to supply the lord of the manor,
whose status may have been that of a conqueror, his family,
and retainers. With growing prosperity, and also for prestige
purposes, the landed owners began to maintain “rown houses”
at nearby sanctuaries and eventually moved their main resi-
dence into the agglomeration of dwellings that grew up around
the temple complex. This rather natural development may or
may not have been accelerated by pressures generated by an
enemy or by the deterioration of the soil. It resulted in the
emergence of a community of persons of equal status living in
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symbiosis with a cultic center and later also with a center of
political power of increasing influence, the palace of the king.
The new city-dwellers went on relying primarily on their out-
of-town farms for food and supplies, so that the market place
as a means of economic integration was very slow to gain what
lictle importance it eventually assumed in Mesopotamia. Since
each household produced its own needs (in its manor), it was
profitless to engage in home manufacture of goods for sale to
other households, for which reason the number of slaves was
kept low. Being of the same status—differing only in individual
wealth—the city people rather easily achieved a modus vivendi in
dealing with affairs that affected them as a community. Their
commercial activities centered in the management of their
rural holdings and, if capital was at their disposal—either
accumulated through partnership or borrowed from the
temples—they concerned themselves with intercity trade,
managed, curiously enough, from a special locality, the harbor,
outside the city proper. It is as if the intracity and the intercity
economies had to be kept aparr either for status reasons or in
order to maintain the specific economic and social climate of the
community. The latter is especially worthy of note when one
contrasts it with the deeply agonistic mood of the Greek city
where an ever-enlarging arsenal of complex and elaborate
practices was needed to keep the city government functioning
in the face of the ambition of certain individuals, who wished to
assume control and to exercise power over their fellow citizens.
The very presence of the great organizations in the Mesopo-
tamian city seems to have created an equilibrium of forces and
an over-all harmony that endowed the city with the longevity
which the Greek polis could not achieve.

It should be clear by now that the hypothesis 1 have proposed
relies heavily on parallels offered by the known history of the
Greek ciries of the fifth and fourth centuries B.c. and on certain
aspects in the development of the Italian cities of the early
Renaissance. Such a parallel development, however, is possible
and even suggested—so it seems to me—by the evidence
outlined above.

Amid the many problems and questions which probably will



oi.uchicago.edu

THE CITY IIS

never find an answer, one certainty stands out: exactly as one
has to recognize the Greek polis as an unique type within the
range of city types created by the process of urbanization, so the
Mesopotamian u r u fully deserves to be treated as sui generis
by the historian of civilization.

In the terminology of Sumerian and Akkadian no distinction
is made in respect to the size of the settlement; village and city
are both called u r u in Sumerian and alu in Akkadian, indeed
this term applies to every permanent settlement consisting of
houses made of sun-dried mud bricks and sometimes even to
agglomerations of huts and other forms of shelter constituting
an administrative unit. Only manors (é, uru. e = kapru)+sa
and certain ill-defined rural settlements (é . duruy, hasaru, etc.)
were differentiated from these “cities.” An enclosing wall seems
to have been the rule but was not a prerequisite. In this the
uru was like the polis, which was not necessarily walled. We
shall have to explain what these defensive ramparts imply
(see p. 127). A situation on a water course was indispensable for
the existence of the settlement, and any change in the course of
the river had fateful consequences for the city if the citizens did
not undertake to redig the river bed. Outside the walls of some
cities, but belonging to it, was often situated, for unknown
reasons, a sanctuary of a special type, called the New Year's
Chapel (bit akitu). Once a year, the image of the principal deity
of the settlement was carried in a procession to the sanctuary,
accompanied by throngs of worshipers. In certain instances, a
sacred road through a special gate linked the outlying sanctuary
to the temple. Doubtless we would obtain an important insight
into the prehistory of the ur u city concept if we could under-
stand why this chapel was placed outside the city walls.

The typical Sumerian city, and probably most of the later
cities, consisted of three parts. First, the city proper, often called
in Akkadian libbi ali or qabalti ali, terms which in some cases
refer only to the oldest section of the city. This is the walled
area which contains the temple or temples, the palace with the
residences of the royal officials, and the houses of the citizens.
The city was administered from the “gate,” or “gates” in larger
settlements, where the assembly of citizens or of the pertinent
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city quarter (called babtu, dag.gi,. a) convened and the mayor
exercised his office. To each gate was assigned a precinct within
the city. Next came the “suburb,” in Sumerian the “outer city,”
(uru.bar.ra) in which we find agglomerations of houses,
farms, cattle folds, fields, and gardens, all of which provided the
city with food and raw materials. We do not know how far these
outskirts extended or whether they were protected in any way
by secondary walls or only by the fortified outposts (kidanu)
that are mentioned in the Neo-Babylonian period. When the
Old Testament speaks of the three days it took to cross the city
of Nineveh (Jonah 3:3), the reference may be to the green
reaches of the outer city. Third, there was the harbor section, the
k ar in Sumerian, kdru in Akkadian, which functioned, beyond
its actual use as a harbor, as the center of commercial activity,
particularly that concerned wich overland trade. It thus corre-
sponded in function as well as in name to the portus of the early
Middle Ages. The karu had administrative independence and
also a separate legal status important for the citizens transacting
business there. In the kdru lived the foreign traders; there they
had their stores and were provided for by the tavernkeeper of
the karu. This shows again a difference between the ur u city
concept and that of, e.g., Syria and Palestine where, in Damascus
and Samaria, the foreign merchants had their “factories” within
the town (but see below). We know of the activities of the kdru
from tablets found in Ur and from the kdru of the town Kani$
and a number of other towns in Anatolia. The tablets from Ur
show the kdru of a Mesopotamian city, those from Anatolia
speak of Assyrian merchants in foreign cities.

Of course, this threefold articulation is not in evidence in
every city, and we must keep in mind individual differences
caused by special circumstances and the accidents of history.
Especially noteworthy is the city of Sippar, on the periphery of
the urbanized region, famed as the oldest of the Babylonian
cities and probably a port of trade between the sheep nomads of
the desert and the inhabitants of the urbanized stretches along
the Euphrates. It seems that the most important nomadic tribes
had permanent encampments at Sippar, if indeed the city did
not originally consist of a cluster of just such encampments
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(called Sippar-Jahruru, Sippar-Amnantm, Sippar-Ariiru, Sippar-
séri). Sippar possibly followed a more Western type of urban
agglomeration, as indicated by the fact that the “factory” of
the traders of Isin existed within the city.+¢ Atypical was Nip-
pur, in the center of Babylonia, which, like Sippar, never was
the seat of a dynasty, let alone of an important king. Both
cities seemn to have figured in trade relations, Sippar in the Old
Babylonian and Nippur in the Late Babylonian period; both are
very old, but Nippur, especially in early times, was considered
a sacred city.

While the typical city enjoyed a modicum of prosperity
slightly above the subsistence level, real prosperity came to a
Mesopotamian city only when it had in its midst the palace of a
victorious king. Then the spoils of war, the tribute of subjected
cities, and the gifts of intimidated neighbors were added to the
stores of the ruler and distributed among the hierarchy of the
army and the bureaucracy, thus raising the standard of living of
the entire community. The sanctuaries then grew rich, were
sumptuously decorated, and received grants in land and
workers. The desire to decorate palace and temple attracted
traders, who brought into the economy of the capital not only
typical imports (metals, timber, precious stones) but also luxury
items (certain spices, perfumes, wines, ﬁnery, rare animals).

Only a few of the Babylonian cities had more than one or two
short periods—and many none at all—of such intense flowering.
From this affluence they relapsed into a drab and wretched
existence, the people living among ruins, the sancruaries
dilapidated, and the city walls crumbling. Debt-ridden, in the
hands of rapacious administrators, the inhabitants were an easy
prey for invading enemies and the raids of those who lived in the
open country. The texts excavated in Ur tellingly illustrate a
progressive deterioration from the wealth of the period of the
kingdom of Ur III to the provincial poverty of the Middle and
the Late Babylonian period. Still, even after a destruction of a
city or in the face of complete desolation, the remainder of the
inhabitants tended to cling to the ruins of their city and to
preserve its name across the millennia to the present day, as is
the case of Nippur (Niffer). The metropolis of Babylon was not
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abandoned completely for a full millennium after its last
destruction. Other capitals—Ur, Larsa, and Assur—disappeared.
Akkad rose to an early and short-lived prominence as the capital
of the first Mesopotamian empire but soon lost its importance.
That it was lying in ruins in the Neo-Babylonian period we know
from the remark of a scribe interested in archeology who copied
an inscription he found on a brick among the ruins of Akkad.
The site of Akkad has not been found to this day.

Within the life span of Mesopotamian civilization, new cities
founded by royal volition and for political or military purposes
appear in Assyria or where Assyrian kings extended their rule.
In Babylonia proper, we encounter only small fortresses
established by kings against possible invasions or fortified seats
of government (Harmal). This country had to wait until the
downfall of its national sovereignty before it saw new cities,
such as Seleucia and Vologesia, rise. It had always been the
policy of Babylonian as well as Assyrian kings to organize into
settlements those elements of the population who lived outside
the cities. Complete urbanization of the realm was one of the
chief aims of royal policy throughout the Near East until the
Roman period. This policy hastened the general trend from the
city state to the territorial state and favored the ascent of the
capital at the expense of the other cities of the realm. Forced
urbanization of outlying sections resulted in a pacification of the
country and allowed the safe passage of caravans engaged in
overland trade and served to freeze nomadic or unsettled
populations into a controllable way of life in order to protect
already urbanized regions against invasion or infiltration.
Furthermore, such endeavors, which we would term projects of
internal and frontier colonization, increased agricultural pro-
duction and provided the administration with tax income,
corvée workers, and soldiers. Hellenistic and, later, Roman cities
along the trade routes from Arabia to the Caspian Sea and
eastward to the Punjab, illustrate the scope and the results of
such a policy of planned urbanization.

In Babylonia, the redigging of old and silted-up canals and
the building of new ones had to precede any attempt to turn or
to return certain elements of the population to a sedentary
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agricultural life in once-abandoned settlements or in new
fortified places. In Assyria, the kings often created cities on virgin
soil as new capitals (Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta, Kar-Sulmanagaridu,
Dur-8arrukin), to be populated by retainers, members of their
administration, and craftsmen captured in wars, but they also
claimed conquered cities, renaming and repopulating them with
prisoners of war or deported peoples in order to secure Assyria’s
hold on new territory.

A thin network of routes stretched through the open country
from trading center to trading center. It was considered a tell-
tale sign of economic collapse when grass grew on the route, a
topos which recurs in the Book of Judges 5:6. The building of
roads for purely military purposes, such as the pacification of
rebellious regions, was practiced only by Neo-Assyrian kings.
The upkeep of roads was considered a royal responsibility and
corvée labor from adjacent villages was required to care for
them. A Sumerian royal hymn speaks of stations erected along
such roads as do Neo-Assyrian itineraries (marditu).48

Different terms for several types of smaller settlements were
used in different periods and regions, and manors and tribal
agglomerations, especially in the Old-Babylonian period, are
recognizable by their characteristic names, of the type Bit-PN,
“house [i.e., estate or manor] of PN.” The countryside was
strewn with the abandoned sites of cities, tells (mounds), which
date from the earliest periods onward. They bespeak invasions,
economic changes, and the neglect of an irrigation system or its
natural end, caused mainly by salinization of the soil and the
silting of watercourses. Fortresses established in outlying or
unruly areas often have names of the type Dar-RN or Kar-RN,
i.e., “fortress of [King] RN” or “wall of RN.” Occasionally we
find an extensive wall construction meant to seal off a dangerous
frontier, such as Su-Sin, the Sumerian king of 'Ur IlI, built
against the invading Amorite tribes, and, much later, the
Median wall across the gap between the Tigris and Euphrates
which served a similar purpose. Apart from the coming and
going of army contingents, of caravans with donkeys carrying
loads from city to city, of foreign envoys traveling under mili-
tary protection, and of royal messengers, there was little other



oi.uchicago.edu
120 ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIA

traffic on these routes. Traveling was made dangerous by
marauding deserters, groups of migrants, runaway slaves, and
wild animals, and there seem to have been very few periods
in the history of the region when private letters could be sent
from city to city (as in the Old Babylonian period) or a private
person could move around freely.

In these Mesopotamian cities there grew a concept of citizen-
ship which was either the result or the driving force of the
urbanization process itself. The institutionalization of this way
of living in cities of this kind has every right to claim our atten-
tion as a specific expression of Mesopotamian civilization. The
cuneiform documents of the end of the second millennium and
the first half of the first millennium B.c. contain a number of
isolated indications which, taken together, reveal that a small
number of old and important cities enjoyed certain privileges
and exemptions with respect to the king and his power. They
apparently had a legal status which differed in essential points
from that of any other community. In Babylonia, these cities
were Nippur, Babylon, and Sippar; in Assyria, the old capital
Assur and, later, Harran in Upper Mesopotamia. In principle,
the inhabitants of these “free cities” claimed with more or less
success, depending on the political situation, freedom from
corvée work, freedom from military service (or perhaps from
certain types of military service, see below), as well as a tax
exemption which we are not able to define in specific terms.
These privileges were neither new nor exceptional. Even certain
persons with restricted liberty,*8# mentioned in the administra-
tive texts of the Sumerian empire of Ur III, were said to be
exempted from carrying earth, and the name of a year in the
reign of king I§me-Dagan of Isin records as a special achieverent
that the inhabirants of Nippur were exempted from military
service and the paying of tribute (gu) in silver and gold.4¢ This
shows that the resistance against the claims of a central authority
for services of its subjects is characteristic not only of a non-
urbanized group (cf. the warnings of Samuel in I Samuel 8:11ff.),
but also one of the aspirations of city-dwellers.s® We shall return
to the matter of fiscal exemptions.

The privileges of the inhabitants of these cities were under
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divine protection. Their legal status was referred to as the
kidinniitu (“‘status of being under the aegis of the kidinnu,” prob-
ably some kind of standard), and the inhabitants themselves
are called “people of the kidinnu.” In both instances, the word
kidinnu, a term with both religious and legal implications,
denotes an object placed at the gateway of such a city as a symbol
of divine approval and protection which safeguarded the status
of the citizens.s' Our information concerning this institution
comes from a text known as the Fiirstenspiegel (cf. pp. 123f.) and
from references in Neo-Assyrian royal inscriptions which deal
with the military and political situation in the conflict between
Assyria and the nationalistic resistance in southern Babylonia.
Although it is only fragmentary, we have the “Charter of
Assur,” the only one of its kind preserved, in which an Assyrian
king, in this instance Sargon II, confirmed the privileges of the
city after a period of civil war and rebellion. The Fiirstenspiegel
enumerates the privileges of the inhabitants of Nippur, Babylon,
and Sippar in case of lawsuits. No fines or imprisonment can be
imposed upon them by the king, nor can he dismiss their claims.
They are protected, furthermore, against carrying the hod and
doing corvée work when called up, even when all the country is
summoned. Their plowing cattle must not be taken away by the
king, nor can a tax be levied on their flocks; nor need they
provide feed for the king’s horses. Historical references often
evoke the issue of the kidinnu status of Babylonian cities, an
issue which was, from Sargon II to Assurbanipal, of primary
importance for Assyria in its fight for the effective control of
Babylonia.

Most of our information concerns the fiscal and personal
privileges of the inhabitants of these cities but fails to show us
the actual functioning of the institution, especially its historical
development. We learn that only native-born citizens could
claim the kidinniitu. Yet there is a letter written by the inhabi-
tants of Babylon to Assurbanipal in which it is asserted quite
pointedly that even a dog is free when he enters the city of
Babylon.s2 This argument seems to have been brought forth in
the heat of discussion and should not be taken to mean that the
air of the city makes those who breathe it free, as was said of the
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medieval European cities. Revealing of the status of these
privileged city-dwellers is a passage in the ritual texts describing
the ceremonies performed during the New Year’s festival in
Babylon. On that occasion, the king was permitted to enter the
innermost sanctuary, but he could do this only after the high
priest had taken from him all the insignia and indumentaria of
kingship and humiliated him by slapping his face and pulling
his ears. Then the king had to crouch down and, in a formal
prayer, assure Bel, the god of the city, that he had not com-
mitted any sin during the year, that he had not been negligent
toward the sacred city and its sanctuary, and, further, that he
had not offended a person enjoying the status of kidinnu by
slapping his face.s3 This startling statement, appearing in a
royal confession of political capital sins, shows us the importance
attributed to human dignity unusual in the ancient Near East
and, for that matter, in other early civilizations in the west.
The citizens of Babylon and other Mesopotamian cities appear
thus to have become a class set apart from and above the rest
of the population not for ethnical or economic reasons but solely
because they were natives of certain cities.

Apart from privileges, there were also obligations. But of the
latter we know only by chance. When Esarhaddon, king of
Assyria, speaks of the events which led to his rise to kingship
over Assyria, he complains that his rival brothers fought among
each other for the throne and that they “even drew the sword
within the city of Nineveh, which is a’ godless thing to do.”s
One has to take this phrase as indicating that the great cities of
Mesopotamia knew what the European West called Burgfriede,
i.e., the divinely protected prohibition of the use of weapons
within the confines of the privileged settlement.

It is extremely difficult to answer the obvious question
concerning the specific conditions and causes which generated
and fostered the development of such a social situation. The
essential features, namely, the fiscal and personal exemptions
of the inhabitants of the Mesopotamian cities, are not
unique. We have already mentioned some parallels from the
Sumerian periods, and we have pointed out that the granting of
tax exemptions and preferential treatment with regard to
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corvée work and military service to certain landed owners and
tribal chieftains or to sanctuaries had become common practice
for the Babylonian kings of the last half of the second millen-
nium B.c. We know about this from a certain type of inscribed
stone monument, called kudurru, “boundary stone,” which lists
privileges similar to those of the privileged cities granted by
the king to temples and faithful servants, out of piety or out of
political necessity. The stones are provided with reliefs repre-
senting sacred objects (see p. 197), thus placing the property on
which they were erected—and its privileged status—under
divine sanction and protection.

What the kidinnu erected at the city gate was for an entire
city, the kudurru appears to have been to agriculrural holdings.
Both these technical terms are unknown up to and including
the Hammurapi period and appear only after the Dark Age.
The weakened central authority of the Middle Babylonian
period was evidently ready to cede to persons of special status
and to sanctuaries its right to collect taxes, to levy soldiers and
workers, and to use the services of its subjects. When this
happened, those who carried the burden only changed their
master. But when cities were exempted, the citizens themselves
profited. For this reason any connection between the kudurru
status and the kidinnu status is only superficial. The special
status of the cities mentioned must be connected with the very
fountainhead from which urbanization originated but cannot
be proved, for we lack written evidence. The problem can only
be stated.

There were certainly fluctuations in the ability of the citizens
to enforce their rights. Most of what we know about the kidin-
niitu comes from a period in which the internal political situation
was adverse to the king or in which the cities occupied a key
position in an international conflict. The content of the Fiirsten-
spiegel illustrates the former, the fight of Assyria against
Babylonian nationalism the latter situation. The cities of
Babylonia were ready to accept Assyrian political supremacy
over the country; they could thus safeguard their widespread
commercial activities and maintain their privileges as the price
of their collaboration. The open country of Babylonia, populated
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mainly by Aramaic tribes of more warlike character, the
Chaldeans (see p. 162), and the priesthood of the main sanctuaries
were violently nationalistic and anti-Assyrian. Still, the proud
self-reliance of the cities and their dignified display of confidence,
as revealed in the correspondence of that period, cannot have
been solely the product of a passing political situation. It must
have had its roots deep in the consciousness of status shared by
all inhabitants; we find the same attitude in Assur and even in
Harran, both with a historical background quite different from
that of Babylonian cities.

We have indications that the cities of the Phoenician coast
achieved a type of internal social organization which in Greek
political terminology would have been called an aristocracy.
There, as well as in certain texts referring to the citizens of
Assur, we come across a concept of a ruling town patriciate, a
concept alien to the attitude generally accepted of placing the
city under the authority of a king. We cannot attempt to
establish in which relationship the kidinniitu status of the
Babylonian cities has to be placed to this “western” city concept.
Nor can one say what was the attitude of the early fortified
cities of the Nile delta, before the unification of Egypt, toward
kingship, but we can point to a meaningful artifact of that
period. A schist palette shows the king as the Horus bird
destroying several fortified cities, reflecting the eternal conflict
between the city and the king, a conflict which seems to have
been as virulent around the Mediterranean as it was con-
spicuously absent in southern Mesopotamia. The Syrian foes of
the rebuilding of Jerusalem characterized their opposition
against cities with a well-turned phrase in Ezra 4:13 when they
wrote to Artaxerxes, king of Persia, that a walled city “will not
pay tribute, custom, or toll and in the end it will endamage the
revenue of the kings.”

To counteract the loss of revenue when cities were able to
realize such exemptions, the Assyrian kings resorted to the
building of new cities, either as capitals of the realm or in
strategically important regions (see above, p. 118). Sargon of
Akkad is said by the legend to have applied this policy more

than a millennium earlier in Babylonia, when he built a new



oi.uchicago.edu

URBANISM 125

city, in fact, a “new Babylon,” as his capital. The enraged god of
the real Babylon, Marduk, thereupon put a horrible curse upon
Sargon. Clearly the story is apocryphal, butits aim is to show that
Sargon had intended and actually achieved as the first Meso-
potamian king the fundamental policies that were to make
Assyria great. He not only founded a new capital but created a
large palace organization (amounting to 5,000 persons), had
natives of his city rule his provinces, erected stelae in conquered
regions, and, in short, set a pattern of royal behavior which was
to be taken up later by the Middle Assyrian kings but was not
acceptable at that time in Babylonia. It therefore may not be an
accident that Sargon’s name was adopted by more than one
Assyrian king. Perhaps the situation that existed in Babylonia
proper at the time of Sargon of Akkad was parallel to the one
which developed later in Mesopotamia between Babylonia and
Assyria, with the Sumerian-speaking agricultural south and its
city states pitted against northern Babylonia (Kish, Akkad, and
perhaps Sippar) held by the warlike immigrants from the
deserts who spoke Old Akkadian.

Urbanism

Urbanization as a social phenomenon creates in every civilization
in which it materializes a characteristic projection in the physical
design of the typical urban sertlement. The arrangement of the
private and the public buildings of a city and thar of the intracity
arteries of communication and fortifications reflect the needs
as well as the aspirations of the community as they find their
realization within the existing frame of the ecological and the
technological contingencies of period and region. Indeed, it
would be a fascinating task to correlate the specific features
common to the urban patterns of a given civilization with the
important social, economic, and religious attitudes of its founders.
We must except, however, established foreign city patterns which
are at times imitated or maintained for extraneous reasons,
such as the world-wide diffusion of the gridiron pattern.
Although this correlation probably can never be achieved,
the existence of such relations should always be kept in mind.
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From the beginning we are greatly hampered, in Mesopotamia,
by the lack of written documents bearing on our topic; urban-
ism can be studied with satisfactory results only where archeo-
logical reports coincide with literary records and both are
sufficiently diversified and elucidative with respect to the
process of urbanization. In the known story of early mankind,
these ideal conditions are best approximated in the history of
the Greek city—to be more precise, the history of that unique
phenomenon, the polis. Only there are we able to follow the
urbanization process in its characteristic stages: from its incep-
tion—conceived as and typified as synotkismos—to its short-lived
but splendid success, and on to its political failure and pro-
tracted fossilization, which was destined to preserve its seed for
later civilizations. All these data survived only because the
people who lived in these cities were alert and articulate enough
to understand, describe, and interpret the process. And what is
more, they succeeded in recognizing the problem which con-
cerns us in this section: the relationship between the physical
features of a city and the behavior and ideological patterns of its
inhabitants. It was Aristotle (Politics 1V, xi) who formulated
with stunning conciseness: “A citadel is suitable for oligarchies
and monarchies; a level plain suits the character of a democracy;
neither suits an aristocracy, for which a number of different
strongholds is preferable.” Nowhere in the literary records from
Mesopotamia will we find such insight and readiness to
appraise one’s own characteristic ways.

Apart from this shortcoming there is a lack of pertinent
archeological evidence from Mesopotamia. Many ancient cities
of these regions are still inhabited; for example, Aleppo-Haleb
and Erbil. Even the ruins of abandoned cities—Babylon, Sippar,
and Nippur—succeed by the sole fact of their extent and accumu-
lation of debris in discouraging the explorations of even the
best endowed expeditions. And archeologists prefer digging
for monuments to spending time in following the endless
walls of cities with their spades or disentangling the network
of crooked streets in a residential section. Still, we are much
better off in Mesopotamia than are the Egyptologists, with
the exception of their one—clearly atypical—city, that of
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Akhnaton, today’s Amarna; all others have completely vanished.

There is one last but important cautionary remark to be
made: in the ancient Near East we are confronted, as we have
repeatedly seen, with a remarkable variety of civilizations, each
of which created a distinctive assemblage of urban features. These
assemblages were blurred, distorted, and reduced by repeated
invasions and the more important though less tangible influence
of internal social and economic changesand the effects of fashions
and the preferences of kings, and this to a degree which is
often impossible to gauge, rendering most conclusions hazardous.

In the following pages a number of specific features of the
Mesopotamian city will be discussed and an attempt will be
made to connect them with the ideological attitudes they may
reflect. This approach allows full use of the extant evidence, in
spite of limitations we have just pointed out.

From the third millennium ».c., the distinguishing mark of a
city in the Near East—with the possible exception of Egypt—
seems to have been the presence of a rampart. It was the duty
of the king to keep the walls in good repair and—correspond-
ingly—to tear down those of conquered cities. This raises the
question whether the fortified city—as against a fortress erected
for military reasons—represents an innate or an acquired feature
in this region and civilization. Large-scale fortifications are by
no means an essential characteristic of cities in general. The
Greek polis was conspicuously slow in resorting to fortifications
in spite of—or in opposition to—the impressive cyclopean walls
and castles of Mycenean origin. The Minoan cities on Crete seem
to have dispensed with walls and towers during the entire
flowering of their civilization. There exists a definite aversion to
fortified cities whenever a nonurbanized group conquers an
urban civilization; thus we see the king pictured on Egyptian
slate palettes as a bull or a falcon destroying the fortified cities
of the Nile delta in the course of the unification of the country,
and we have a parallel in the smashing of the cities of the Indus
Valley by the Vedic Indians under their god Indra, to whom
they gave the epithet puramdara, “fortress-destroyer,” which
corresponds to the Greek poliorketes. Since such atritudes are not
evidentin early Mesopotamian sources, and since the articulation
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of a Sumerian town into city, suburb, and outside harbor or
port of trade reflects the existence of a definite borderline
between the city and what was beyond, it seems reasonable that
the circumvallation of the Sumerian city was typical. Still, there
were atypical cities, such as Sippar, and others in the south—
such as Laga¥—that represent accumulations or, better, clusters,
of settlements, where an urban core seems to have “citified,”
and thus incorporated, the surrounding settlements. As for the
role of fortifications in the complex development that led the
settlements in the South toward urbanization, we are again
completely in the dark.

The walls of the cities in the ancient Near East were, in fact,
more than a demarcation line between the city and the open
fields, more than a prepared line of defence. They were the
dominant feature of urban architecture. Their size and arrange-
ment proclaimed the importance and might of the city, their
gateways displayed its wealth with a monumentality intended
to impress the visitor and ward off the enemy. The carefully
maintained walls were placed under the protection of deities
and given long and propitious names.ss

The elaborate gateways had yet another function as the town’s
“civic centers.” Here, probably on a place (rebitu) next to the gate
inside the city, the assembly met and made decisions and the
mayor administered the town or, at least, that quarter to which
the gate led. Here, the victorious conqueror used to erect his
statue to remind everyone of the loyalty owed to him, and here
he stationed his garrison. From the popular names of these
gates, not their long-winded official designations, we learn about
the city quarter to which they belonged. Examples are the
“Gate of the Metalworkers” in Assur and the “Gate of Sheep
and Goats” in Assur and in Jerusalem (Neh. 3:3), as well as the
“Refuse Gate” and the “Spring Gate” in Jerusalem (Neh. 3:14).
Attention should be drawn to the “Fish Gate” in Jerusalem,
where the inhabitants of Tyre used to come to sell their fish and
“all kind of wares” (Neh. 13:16). In only certain of these respects
does the function of the open space at the gate correspond to the
Greek agora.

The important problem of how the inhabitants of such cities
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were supplied with food and consumer goods is difficult to solve.
References to markets are rare and show a definite distribution
in time and region that must not be disregarded. A market
gate is mentioned in Kani§ and in one Old Babylonian letter at
the beginning of the second millennium; much later, in Neo-
Babylonian tablets, a “market gate” refers to a locality rather
than to its function. Equally seldom does one come across a
reference to a market like the one in an early inscription from
Susa which indicates that a tariff of prices was exhibited there.5
Specific information that buying and selling were done at the
marker gate comes only once and in a late inscription of
Assurbanipal.s? From Sippar of the Old Babylonian period we
have a term (bit mahirim) for what appears to be a small shop,
possibly for luxury items.s8 From all that, one gains the impres-
sion that the institution of the market was at home outside of
Mesopotamia, in Elam, and in Anartolia—the Hittite word for
city, happira, is etymologically connected with that for market.
In Mesopotamia it seems to represent a late development,
stimulated by the extraordinary size of the cities, which led to
the creation of supply markets. Thus, the institution of markets,
meant to link together those who live outside the city and the
city-dwellers for the exchange of their products, be these food
or goods, was in Mesopotamia clearly of limited and marginal
importance. This is again one of the features of urban Mesopo-
tamia which may have its roots in the genesis of the city itself.
It confirms to a certain extent what has been suggested above
(p- 112) concerning the relationship between the city-dwellers
and the arable land around the city.

In certain periods and regions of Mesopotamia the palace of
the king, the administrative center of the empire, and the
temples form part of the circumvallation. We propose to treat
this deviation as an essential variation of the urban pattern
which may reveal underlying ideological attitudes and shed
some light on the process of urbanization. In general it can be
said that in Mesopotamia we do not encounter an accentuation
of the center of the city. Whatever geometric shape is given to
the ramparts, there is no urban center formed by palace,
temple, or market place.



oi.uchicago.edu
130 ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIA

In the old cities of the alluvial plains—with the exception of
the Babylon of the Chaldean kings—we observe a significant
separation between the temple and the palace and the gate or
gates. The main sanctuary, with its temple tower, courts,
propylea and chapels, the granary and storehouses, and the
living quarters of its personnel are encircled by a wall or an
enclosure and separated from both the palace and the main
wall. Temple and palace are surrounded by residential sections
shot through with a maze of winding streets, as we can see in the
Ur of the Old Babylonian period, the best example known.
When one leaves the alluvial plain, proceeding upstream
toward Upper Mesopotamia, Syria, Asia Minor, and Palestine,
the separation between temple and palace disappears. They have
moved together and now often form an urban unit either
occupying a central position or becoming part of the circum-
vallation. Where temple and palace are close together, the
single rampart that surrounds them and their several depend-
encies, the treasury, the barracks of the royal bodyguard, is a
striking indication of their relationship to each other and to the
outside world. The citizens settled outside the enclosure and
were protected, as a rule, by a second line of walls. This urban
pattern can be called the citadel city. It must be stressed that
such a layout could also result from a specific development
which must be recognized if the pattern is to be analyzed as an
expression of definite ideological attitudes. A citadel city, for
instance, could be simply the result of the growth of a small
settlement. The inner city, with the palace and temple, once
may have contained all the inhabitants as well, while the outer
city was built when the pressure of the increasing population
called for an enlargement of the city proper or an incorporation
of its suburbs. Depending upon the terrain, the inner city
became the upper city, the outer and newer city a lower city,
as happened in Assur and Hattu¥a. The progressive accumulation
of debris in the older section can create a mound for the inner
city and leave the outer and later city on a lower level, as it had
in Carchemish.

The situation is further complicated by the preference in
certain regions for settling on hilltops even when level ground



oi.uchicago.edu

URBANISM 131

was available nearby. Such a preference is to be considered a
culture trait and may or may not be connected with the require-
ments of the cult. These cities are sometimes the only type of
urban settlements in a region; in other instances they appear in
conjunction with cities on level ground, as is the case in Palestine,
where the ““cities that stood on hills” are mentioned beside the
“cities of the plain” (Joshua 11:13). Zenjirli, a “new city” in
northern Syria, was situated on level ground, its builders evi-
dently having spurned adjacent sites on hills even though better
suited for defense. In Mesopotamia, Assur, on a cliff overlooking
the Tigris, represents the southernmost example of a city that
probably grew from a nuclear hilltop sanctuary and its adjacent
settlement. From Assur upstream, in the piedmont, in the hills
of the Zagros, and to the northwest, cities seem to have had this
position. This is borne out by the hieroglyphic Hittite pictogram
for “city,” which shows a steep hill.

A hill city can be enlarged by incorporating low-lying settle-
ments without resulting in what we have dubbed a “citadel
city”’; nor must such a process be compared with the growth of
Greek cities. The typical acropolis of a Greek city contains the
oldest sanctuaries, which were later replaced in the lower city
by new temples that came to surpass the first in culticimportance
and splendor. The acropolis itself then lost its civic function and
became merely a part, though an important part, of the city’s
fortification system. This was not possible in the ancient Near
East where the numinous presence of the deity is so precisely
located that the sanctuaries cling forever to the same spot. The
essential difference between a hill city and a citadel city can be
found in the wall which surrounds temple and palace and thus
created a city within a city and shut out the settlements of the
ordinary people. This inner or sacred city has been able to
survive as a specific pattern of urbanism until today in Eurasia;
we find it in the Kremlin of Moscow and the “Forbidden City”
of Peking. The term kirhu, which is used to refer to this feature
of Mesopotamian urbanism, is neither Akkadian nor Semitic
and thus clearly suggests that the citadel city represents an
alien feature. It refers to a part of a city in texts from Mari,
Chagar Bazar, and Nuzi; it is mentioned with respect to towns
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in Armenia and appears earlier on a victory stela erected by an
unidentified Babylonian king. He records the conquest of
Arrapha with the words, “I entered its kirhu and kissed the feet
of the god Adad. I reorganized the country.” This shows that
the kirju of Arrapha contained the temple and probably also the
palace. The sacred nature of the inner city of Carchemish is
illustrated by the report of a Hittite king concerning the siege
and conquest of that city. He expressly states that he pillaged
and destroyed the lower city but spared what he called in Hittite
Sariggis kurtas, the “upper city,” and there worshiped the gods.5

What is the meaning of the fusion of temple and palace into
one unit in the citadel cities as against their separation in the
cities of the alluvial plain? Can it be taken to express the role of
the king as high priest in the cult of the nation’s main deity?
We find this fusion in all the capitals of Assyria, and the perti-
nent ritual texts show us convincingly the cultic importance of
the king and high priest. The same situation occurs in Hartu$a,
whose citadel harbors both palace and temple and where the
king as well as the queen were busily engaged in all sorts of
ritual activities of a public nature.t°

In Babylonia proper there are traces of a somewhat similar
arrangement, but they are found only in the early Sumerian
period, when the position of the ruler was conceived of as that
of the vicar of the city’s deity. With the secularization of royal
function and power, the king’s residence became separated
from the temple complex. Still later, the king was allowed to
enter the inner sanctuary only once a year, during the course of
the New Year’s festival (see above, p. 122).

When we investigate the position of the citadel within the
circumvallation of these cities, we come upon a dichotomy:
the older cities have the citadel in their center, but the new
ones, especially those built by Assyrian kings as their new capitals
(Calah, Nineveh, and Dur-Sarrukin {Khorsabad]), place the
entire citadel complex in such a way that it straddles the cir-
cumvallation of the settlement. In this peripheral location,
both palace and temple are often raised above the plain by
means of a terrace the height of the city wall, which forms a
rectangle around the city. Three characteristic traits of this
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novel urban arrangement can be singled out: first, the adoption
of the citadel; second, its position on the wall; and third, the
rectangularity of the ramparts. Each trait invites comment, as
does their integration into a perfect whole, which offers us a
very early instance of city planning, of creating a novel pattern
in Mesopotamian urbanism. We have already discussed the
citadel concept, but we must add that the Assyrian kings
evidently considered the citadel as such a distinctive expression
of their concept of kingship that they adopted it in every new
city they built as residences for themselves. They separated
palace and temple from their subjects not only by means of a
wall surrounding the citadel but also by a difference in level. The
citadel becomes an essential part of the wall it straddles.
Strangely enough, the entrance to the citadel is always through
the lower city; the king cannot leave the palace without passing
through the city.

Before we attempt to explain this extraordinary arrangement
in Assyrian cities, a word should be said concerning Babylon.
In that city alone we find a royal palace as part of the fortification
system, a deviation from the Babylonian pattern of city design.
The explanation seems to be that Nebuchadnezzar II, who built
this palace, intended to follow the Assyrian prototype. This fits
quite well the general situation, which is characterized by the
ascendancy of Babylonia over the ancient Near East as heir and
successor of Assyria. In one essential point, however, Nebuchad-
nezzar II did not follow the Assyrian example: his palace has no
physical connection with the temple. The sanctuary of Marduk
was near the center of the city; only the king’s palace was on the
ramparts.

Normally, the wall of a Mesopotamian city is arranged in
wide curves or in rectilinear, mostly quadrilateral, and often
symmetrical designs. Ovaloid shapes occur in the southern
cities of Ur and Uruk and in Arslan-Tash in northern Syria;
Der shows a triangular outline; Babylon of the late period may
have been diamond-shaped, but it is not fully excavated. There
are the irregular rectangles of Guzana (Tell Halaf) and of Sippar,
and the trapezoid of Nineveh. Of square cities in Mesopotamia
we may also mention Dur-Sarrukin and Calah. The irregular
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outlines of Nippur are shown on the only extant map of a
Mesopotamian city, preserved on a clay tablet.

Square, rectangular, and round cities are typically new founda-
tions; these forms clearly represent abstractions, natural only in
planned cities. We have only one example of a round city
obviously planned that way. This is Zenjirli (Sham’al) in
northern Syria, dating from the end of the second millennium.
The outer wall forms a nearly perfect circle, studded with exactly
one hundred wall towers, and encloses an inner city, also cir-
cular, containing a palace, a temple, barracks, and so on. All
this bears the imprint of overly ambitious urban planning, since
no traces of habitation have been found in the confines of the
outer city. Round cities were built frequently after the collapse
of the Babylonian and Seleucid empires. There is the Hatra of
the Parthians—the last refuge of the Assyrian gods—with a
square inner city; Ctesiphon; and eventually, of course, the
round city of the Khalif Mansoor, Baghdad.¢* The latter shows
the natural street arrangement of a round city—radial streets.
More examples can be found in Iran, one of the last regions of
the ancient Near East to be urbanized systematically. Apart
from the mythical twelve-walled Ecbatana of Herodotus, we
have the Sassanian capital of Firuzabad and such impressive
sites as Darabjird (with radial streets), Herat, Isfahan, and
others.

It has been repeatedly asserted that both rectangular and
round city plans have as their prototype such military encamp-
ments as those represented on Assyrian reliefs. These stockades
form either a circle or an oblong rectangle with rounded
corners. In fact, symmetrical enclosures forming simple geo-
metric figures are the customary way in which migrating tribes
or armies arrange their camps. The encampment of the Twelve
Tribes and the campus of the Roman army are the best known
examples. Representations of Assyrian military camps, rec-
tangular or round, show the royal tent, together with the sacred
standards, consistently placed off center, in fact quite near to
the stockade which surrounds the rows of tents. The location of
the royal citadel, with its palace and temple, within a planned
Assyrian town closely approximates this layout, differing solely
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by its incorporation in the wall and the raising of its level.
Unlike the Roman camp, where the commander’s tent occupies
the very center, the arrangement in Assyria seems to corre-
spond to that which was typical for the private house in Meso-
potamia. In a quite characteristic spatial arrangement, the living
quarters of the owner occupied the south side of the square
yard, with storage rooms on adjacent sides of the square, the
entrance to the street being placed as far as possible from the
living quarters.

Mesopotamian temple architecture often shows aversion to
any clear spatial separation of the sanctuary, the “house of the
god,” from the walls of the close, but also avoiding any central
location. In the same way, the king assumed the most pro-
tected position within the encampment of his army. In the city,
the stockade became turreted walls of brick, the royal tent and
its portable shrine became palace and temple, and the houses
of officials, craftsmen, and workers filled the square made by
the walls of the new city.

There exists only one example of a new if small fortified
city from as early as the Old Babylonian period: Tell Harmal
(ancient Saduppum) near Baghdad. The very fact that the city
had only one gateway near which the main buildings seem to
have clustered shows that it was little more than a fortified
camp of a ruler, probably of a conqueror.62

In the new cities of Assyria, planned after the layout of a
military camp, we have the first known instance of the influence
which fortification techniques exercised everywhere on the
development of new cities, erected as they were for military
purposes. The influence of military installations on the planning
of cities has remained a dominant factor in the development of
urbanism in all those regions of the Western world which, at
some time, were conquered or occupied by Roman armies. The
layout of the Roman army camp determines the basic spatial
organization of countless cities in western and southern Europe,
as well as in the Near East and in North Africa. This influence
was exercised either directly, whenever a city grew upon the
original campsite, or indirectly, when planned cities were built
by European kings in the medieval period. What is more, it can
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even be asserted that urbanistic thinking and planning were
carried on in military terms even when applied to the chiliastic
and utopian speculations and aspirations of Western man.
Several parallel strands in the Western tradition come from that
direction, from the camping arrangements around the Taber-
nacle of the Israelites in the wilderness and the glory of the
heavenly Jerusalem; the ideal city of Plato; and the utopian
urbanism of the last two or three centuries. The development
was especially accentuated by the concept of the ecclesia militans
which is ultimately responsible for Campanella’s Civitas solis,
Andreae’s “Christianopolis,” and their descendants.

Expansion through colonization has furnished the oppor-
tunities on internal and external frontiers for the materializa-
tion of ambiriously projected urban designs. One may refer to
the Greek colonies of the fifth and fourth centuries B.c., the
Roman colonies of the third century and later, the German
colonies on the frontiers against the Slavs, the new cities,
bastides, in France and England during the thirteenth century
A.D.,and the sudden, world-wide, expansion of Western coloniza-
tion which founded, in the space of thirty years, Batavia (1652)
in the far East Indies and Philadelphia (1682) in the New World
in identical urban layouts.

We should proceed, after this excursus, to another, equally
important and essential feature of a city, planned or not: the
arteries of internal communication, to wit, the arrangement of
the streets which linked the various centers to the gateways
and provided access to the dwellings of the inhabitants. The
Minoan cities of Crete and the cities created in the pattern of
the Roman military camp offer two extreme instances of street
arrangement. The layout of a Minoan city seems to be charac-
terized, apart from the absence of a circumvallation, by a
sprawling maze of houses nestling against each other and
haphazardly meandering streets in ever-changing widths, all in
the semblance of cellular growth and, at least to our eyes,
without regard to basic function. The complex and labyrinthal
palaces, though distinguished by a rectangular open space in
front of them, seem not to be integrated with the communica-
tion arteries of the city. Quite different is the rigid symmetry



oi.uchicago.edu

URBANISM 137

of a city following the arrangement of a Roman camp, where the
two main thoroughfares cross each other at right angles in the
administrative center and where the main streets lead to the
four gates in a coaxial arrangement, imposing their determined
regularity upon the secondary streets of the city. The Greek
cities turned to urban planning in repairing the ravages caused
by war and in building new cities as colonies in the fourth
century B.c. They thus had a unique opportunity to realize their
urban aspirarions. As a result they produced a curiously close-
meshed and rigid grid of streets, an arrangement traditionally
linked with the name of Hippodamos of Miletus in Asia Minor.
This grid was laid out without directional accent and without
the stress distribution which the natural flow of traffic seems to
demand. The web thus created spreads somewhat aimlessly,
with sovereign disregard for the lay of the land, through the
city area, around which was flung an impressive but irregular
line of stone ramparts which, exactly like their gateways,
remained without relation to the layout of the streets.62a

As for the arrangement of the streets in Mesopotamian cities
and their relation to the gateways, we have little archeological
evidence on which to draw. A small section of Adab has been
excavated but in an unreliable way. For investigation we have
only a limited section of Ur containing residential quarters and
their streets. The streets of Ur show a tendency toward standard-
ized widths and approximately rectangular crossings. Here and
there, some of the streets turn unpredictably, but these may
have developed from lanes which once curved their way
across unused land, ruined areas, or even fields and gardens.
One has to remember that the large cities of the ancient Near
East often contained such empty areas, due to fluctuations in the
density of population and the dislocation of residential sections in
the course of the many centuries of their life-span. An analogous
tendency toward regularity in the network of streets is also
evident in the large cities excavated in the Indus Valley; at
Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa. These do show more differentia-
tion in the widths of the thoroughfares. One can hardly fail to
realize that the use of bricks created in Mesopotamia, as well as
in the Indus Valley, a natural inclination toward rectangularity
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in building, whereas such building materials as mud or rubble
had to be forced into a rectangular pattern.

But were the new cities of the Assyrian kings laid out in a
regular rectangular pattern, a grid? Unfortunately, neither the
private dwellings of Dur-Sarrukin nor those of Kar-Tukulti-
Ninurta or Calah have been sufficiently uncovered so as to
give us an answer to this question. There are a number of con-
siderations which make it likely that the streets were arranged
in a grid pattern. The desire of any military planner is to lodge
soldiers or workers in regularly arranged barracks or lots,
exemplified, for instance, by the workmen’s quarters in Kahun
(in the time of Sesostris III) and Amarna (in the time of Ameno-
phis 1V), in Egypt, and the workers’ barracks in the citadel
of Harappa. Such arrangements are natural in encampments
where the camp discipline—an important phase of pre-urbaniza-
tion social experience—requires the leader to allot campsites on
an equitable basis but also according to rank and status. Military
as well as court ceremonials emphasize such regularity for the
battle array, for the train of royal attendants, and for the layout
of the necropolis, as we know from Egypt where the tombs of
the courtiers are set out in neat rows, placed rectangularly.
The asymmetrical disposition of gateways in the circumvalla-
tion—e.g., in Dur-Sarrukin, where there are two gates on three
sides of the square and one gate on the fourth, the citadel side—
does not speak against a regular arrangement of streets, because
as has been indicated, even the Greek cities of the Hippodamic
grid do not link streets to gateways.

A valid argument for the existence of a grid comes from
Urartu, in the region of Lake Van, where a planned town was
discovered.s3 Although the town remained unfinished, it has a
quadratic grid of streets measuring five meters in width, with
the exception of one main street seven meters wide. The stone
walls are too low to show traces of gateways. All houses were
built at the same time and in uniform size, but the walls now
stand only one course high and there are no potsherds to be
found; the work was clearly abandoned at an early stage. This
town, which seems to be somewhat older than Dur-3arrukin,
shows very convincingly how such cities were built in Meso-
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potamia, although it is by no means certain that the Urartian
kings imitated Assyrian prototypes here. Whether the applica-
tion of the grid system of streets, which originated in the Ionian
cities of Asia Minor in the fourth century, was influenced by
Urartu or its successors and imirators cannot be decided.
Independent origin of such a grid system is quite possible, as the
Italian terramare cities show.o4

In connection with this discussion of the system of streets, we
have to return for a moment to the sacred road (see above,
p. 115) as far as it is in evidence within the city walls. The re-
mains of such a processional road have been excavated in
Babylon, Assur, and Hattuda, and we know from literary re-
cords that there was one in Uruk. In the Hittite capital, this
road links the temple, the palace, and the out-of-town sanctuary,
but in Mesopotaraia proper its function was to lead the annual
procession from the main sanctuary of the city to a special
sanctuary outside the city on the occasion of the New Year’s
festival. The sacred road was well paved and, in Babylon, was
provided with splendid decorations along its course as far as
the famous Idtar Gate through which it passed. It should be
noted that the entire setting of this via sacra shows a surprising
lack of concern with perspective in spite of its manifest monu-
mentality. In Babylon as well as in Hattuga, it makes a 90°
turn, which should be contrasted with the boulevard character
of the Egyptian sphinx-flanked avenues and with the straight
sacred road of Peking that leads from the Forbidden City to the
Altar of Heaven. This avoidance of the vista as a feature of
monumental architecture in Mesopotamia is also evident in the
use of staggered door openings (placed en chicane) and the
absence of any stress on coaxial arrangements on a non-utili-
tarian scale. It seems to represent an essential characteristic of
the architecture of the period and region as against that of
Egypt. The interest in the vista provided by long avenues with
co-ordinated and symmetrically disposed buildings and spaces
dominated the urbanism of Mesopotamia and the ancient Near
East only when Greek, and especially Roman, principles of
urban planning became an influence.

We should mention finally a passage from the inscriptions of
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the Assyrian king Sennacherib which attests to the interest of
certain kings in the improvement of their cities. Sennacherib
tells us with considerable pride of his having the streets of
Nineveh straightened and the square next to the city gate
widened. We even have two stelae from Nineveh which inform
us that he had enlarged one of the narrow streets of the city to
make it a royal road; that to encroach upon the new avenue
when building new houses was to be punished with death by
impalement; and that the inscribed stelae were erected ex-
pressly to mark the width of the new street, which is given as
62 cubits.ss It may well be assumed that the new royal road led
from the citadel to one of the city gates which, as the text
indicates, had been remodeled, probably to co-ordinate road
and gateway in width and direction. Through this via triumphalis
the king intended to enter his palace when returning from
annual (and always victorious) campaigns.

A few words should be said concerning the size and the
appearance of these cities. With regard to their size it is advis-
able to present reliable measurements of the occupied area
rather than to indulge in conjectures concerning the number of
inhabitants. The largest city was undoubtedly Babylon in the
Chaldean period; its area covered 2,500 acres. Then follows
Nineveh, with 1,850 acres, while Uruk was somewhat smaller,
with 1,110 acres. Other cities are much smaller: Hattu¥a, the
Hittite capital, occupied 450 acres; Assur had only 150 acres.
Among the royal cities, Dur-Sarrukin was 600 acres, Calah,
800 acres. Athens had ss50 acres at the time of Themistocles;
one has to keep in mind that it was unusually large and populous
for a Greek city. Aristotle (Politics, 111, ii) repeats a saying about
the wondrous size of Babylon: “. . . at the time of the capture of
Babylon, it was three days before a part of the city was aware of
the fact.” This reflects the same implied criticism of large
cities that we encounter in the Book of Jonah (3:3): “Nineveh
was an exceeding great city of three days’ journey.” Greek and
Biblical aversion against very large cities had different roots:
the Greek political thinkers realized, quite correctly, that their
type of democratic rule could not work in cities over a certain
well-defined size, and in the Old Testament there is everywhere
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a latent disapproval of city life, especially with respect to large
agglomerations.

The extraordinary extent of the larger capitals, Babylon and
Nineveh, could well have been a secondary development
caused by a rare and atypical increase in the population of these
cities. As such, it represents a special phase in the history of the
Mesopotamian city, and one on which we have very little
material.

Little can be said of the appearance, the “skyline,” of the
Mesopotamian city. Only isolated pictorial representations of
individual and identifiable cities have come down to us; most
of the representations of cities on Assyrian reliefs are hopelessly
schematized and of little worth. Even they, however, show the
difference between the walled city and the lower houses of the
suburb; and they show the monumental gateways, the turreted
and crenelated walls which often form a double rampart, the
military use made of the lay of the land, of watercourses, and
so on. Exceptionally, we find the features of a specific city
reproduced with valuable details, such as the relief which shows
Musasir, the conquered Urartian city, with its strange pillared
temple and its multistoried buildings.6 On a damaged slab we
have the city of Babylon in an interesting perspective, which
would be enlightening were the upper part not missing.67

Few of the cities of Mesopotamia were distinguished by specific
topographical features, such as Assur on its cliff, approached by
a monumental stairway (muslalu), Borsippa, situated on both
sides of a lake, and Babylon, made unique by its size, its bridge
over the Euphrates, and the height of its famous tower.

The cities of the plain and the new cities, with flat-roofed,
windowless, one- and two-story buildings, characteristic temple
towers with blue glazed tops, and endless brick walls with
crenelations and towers, were quite unlike the citadel cities of
the piedmont and mountain regions, which were situated on
hilltops and surrounded by complex circumvallations on
substructures, with high towers.

Within the ramparts were a maze of streets, alleys, and dead-
end streets, filled with the “busy hum of man,” with street
vendors but without beggars,®® domestic animals could be



oi.uchicago.edu
142 ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIA

encountered, cripples and prostitutes.®® Indeed, the noise and
bustle of a city day, the eternal coming and going, was effectively
contrasted by the poets with the quiet nights when the city
slept under the starry sky, behind locked gates.7® Only the
night watchmen made their rounds. But we do not know
whether their song sounded through the empty streets, as it
did in Jerusalem, where they answered the call of the sleepless:
“Watchman, what of the night?” (Isaiah 21:11).
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CHAPTER Regnum agente in
gentem trangfertur

(JESUS SIRACH)

HisTORICAL SOURCES OR
LITERATURE?

AN Essay oN BABYLONIAN
History

AN Essay ON ASSYRIAN
Hisrory

Only few cuneiform texts expressly purport to write what, in
the traditional Western sense, we would call “history.” Many
more refer to actual happenings for purposes other than that of
merely recording these events. Our first task is to separate the
former from the latter, the historiographic texts from the large
corpus of documents which Assyriologists are wont to call
“royal inscriptions.” The historian studying Mesopotamia has
to consider, in addition, an array of sundry literary composi-
tions which offer for one reason or another what one might
term historical information. In all instances, we have to
keep foremost in our mind that even strictly historiographic
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documents are literary works and that they manipulate the
evidence, consciously or not, for specific political and artistic
purposes.! Even these few texts that are patently more reliable
than others, whose aim is mainly literary, cater to preconceived
ideological requirements. In short, nearly all these texts are
as wilfully unconcerned with the “truth” as any other “historical
text” of the ancient Near East.

Historical Sources or Literature?

Mesopotamian historiography—in the strictest sense—covers
a stretch of only about half a millennium, that is, from the time
of Tiglath-Pileser Il (744-727 B.c.) in Assyria and Nabu-nagir
(747-734 B.c.) in Babylonia to the year 264 B.c., the thirty-eighth
of the Seleucid Era (Antiochus I Soter). In annalistic form a
number of chronicles present the events of many of these
years, although often in a very fragmentary way. The data
clearly exhibit the restrictions imposed by the nature of the
text type; they are concerned with war and peace, and they
record the death of kings and members of the royal family in
factual and terse form. Needless to say, they are often of great
importance to historians for the data they provide of Mesopo-
tamian and at times of Old Testament and Greek history. Some
of the chronicles display their literary ambition by offering a
historia mundi. They record in accepted style a selection of
events before the Dark Age and offer a series of striking episodes
that were apparently considered “historical,” in the sense in
which Herodotus uses the term. From these chronicles can be
gathered highly interesting episodes from the times of Sargon
of Akkad to Ilusuma of Assyria and Sumuabum of Babylon,
and from Irra-imitti of Isin to a very early Kassite king,
Agum.

As a unique case of strictly contemporary recording of events,
on a day-to-day basis and with a restricted local outlook, we
may mention the astronomical diaries—unpublished still but
for a few fragments—which record the death of important
persons, plagues, fires, and other calamities occurring in Babylon
as well as prices of commodities and the water levels of the
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Euphrates—all as an appendix to observations of the movements
of the planets.2

As a more relevant expression of the consciousness of history,
the texts customarily called king lists present themselves. They
begin with that mythical moment “when kingship descended
from heaven” and give us in great number the names of kings
and their capitals and the length of time they reigned. In a
rather complete sequence, the entire known history of Baby-
lonia and Assyria is reflected in several such lists of kings. They
bridge the gaps of documentation with a string of names and
reach beyond the period of the Diadochi to the beginning of
the Arsacid domination, maintaining the traditional Sumerian
formulations even to that late date.? Their typology is rather
complex; variations appear in the arrangement of entries and
summaries. Apart from indication of the length of reigns and
division into dynasties, they contain remarks—at times cryptic—
on outstanding events (especially for the oldest period) and also
the names of certain high officials.# One text co-ordinates the
reigns of the kings of Assyria and Babylonia, but what is pre-
served of it sheds light only on the last centuries of the co-
existence of the two countries. On another level, the same
awareness of a historical continuum speaks to us out of occa-
sional references in royal inscriptions that indicate in more or
less exact figures the number of years that had passed since a
specific historical event. It is generally assumed that the scribes
relied for information of this type on king lists and on two
related text types of utilitarian purpose; the date lists of the Old
Babylonian period (about one thousand different dates)® and
the several types of eponym lists which cover with some inter-
ruptions much of Assyrian history.® In Babylonia, from the
Akkad period until the Dark Age, every year derived its name
from an event that had occurred in the preceding year, a
system of dating that made it necessary to keep lists of such
names in order to establish their correct sequence. To us, the
usefulness of these year names is restricted to a certain extent
by their rigid formalism, which admits mention only of vic-
tories and pious acts of the ruling king, such as dedications of
sumptuous gifts to the sanctuaries, the inauguration of important
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priests and priestesses, and the rebuilding of temples. These
formulas display more pious phraseology than factual pre-
cision and are more concerned with the description of precious
objects than with recording specific events. Still, the skeleton of
far more than half a millennium of history is preserved for us in
such year names. The Assyrians, as well, drew up lists because
they identified the years of the reign of a king by means of a
continuous sequence of the names of high officials of the realm
who served as eponym officials. Some of these lists contain short
remarks in which references are made to campaigns or to
calamities. The value of these eponym lists for the historian is
inferior to that of the Old Babylonian date lists.

Although clearly written from a pro-Assyrian point of view,
what seems to be the historical preamble of a treaty between
Assyria and Babylonia provides us with an interesting survey of
the political relations between these two countries as reflected
in border regulations and dynastic marriages from the early
fifteenth to the early eighth centuries. This report (dubbed
“synchronistic history”) bespeaks a serious interest in history
dictated by political exigencies.

We turn now to documents of an entirely different nature,
purpose, and origin. From such early kings as Mesannipadda of
Ur to the Greek ruler Antiochus I Soter, we have objects which
bear dedicatory inscriptions of the kings of Sumer, Babylonia,
and Assyria.” These inscriptions range from a few signs on a
clay cone to the many columns on the rock of Behistun. Bricks,
prisms with hundreds of lines, stone slabs, beads and statues,
gold and silver objects, reliefs, and many other carriers sing the
praises of gods and kings, glorify their makers’ deeds and
achievements, and clamor to the gods for health, long life, fame,
and booty.

Two types may be differentiated, inscriptions that are placed
on the objects which the kings dedicared to the gods, and inscrip-
tions on objects to be incorporated into temples or palaces that
were thus dedicated. The latter do not bear dedicatory inscrip-
tions on their surfaces as did Egyptian buildings bur had the
carrier of the message—a clay prism, a clay nail, a brick inscrip-
tion—hidden under mortar or within the wall or beneath the
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foundations. The longest and most explicit Assyrian royal
inscriptions discovered to date were imbedded in the sub-
structure of a temple or a palace, safe from human eyes and
only to be read by the deity to which they were addressed. Only
a limited number of royal inscriptions on reliefs, stelae, or rocks
were placed where—theoretically at least—they could be read.

At the outset of a complex and diversified stylistic develop-
ment, the writing on such objects consisted of a short dedication
addressed to a deity, identifying the donor, the object, and the
occasion of the donation.® Soon, these dedications blossomed in
unparalleled extravagance. Royal titles grew to include strings
of honorific and semimythological verbiage incorporating
epithets that strove to sum up the king’s victories and achieve-
ments; the address to the deity was extended in hectic hymnic
exaggeration—but the dedication of the object or building re-
tained its key position in this flood of words. It cannot be our
task here to dissect the development of this type of text, to trace
the lines that lead from early Sumerian formulations to the
numerous barrel-shaped cylinders of the Chaldean kings, or to
analyze the complexities of the Assyrian evolution with its many
innovations and elaborations—not to speak of the texts from
peripheral regions that in many instances imitate Mesopotamian
patterns with interesting variations. Such an investigation, all
the same, would shed light on political concepts and their
development, which are often reflected in the type of inscrip-
tion preferred in a specific epoch. All that can be offered at this
point are such observations as bear more or less directly on the
main topic of this chapter: are these texts historiography or a
special type of literary production?

The great majority of royal inscriptions were not written in
order to convey information to the beholder. Even those stelae
that proclaim the kings’ victories to posterity could hardly
reach the public. The following consideration should qualify
and bear out this statement. Such texts as the inscription of
ASSurnasirpal II describing in detail the banquet held upon his
accession to the throne® or that of Nabonidus offering an
apologetic account of his rise to kingship,o are written on stone
stelae which were meant to be set up in a locality accessible to
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everyone. Still, one cannot deduce from this practice that the
inscriptions on such stelae were meant for dissemination. The
cylinder of Nebuchadnezzar II, which adds to a conventional
Neo-Babylonian royal inscription a systematic list of the official
hierarchy at his court,'t was buried, as such cylinders were, in a
foundation box of the palace. Although it does contain informa-
tion that has no immediate relation to the dedication of a
building, this information was not intended for reading. Since
the information on the supposedly openly displayed stelae of
AS3urnasirpal IT and of Nabonidus is of the same type as that on
the buried cylinder of Nebuchadnezzar II, we must assume that
the inscriptions were not there for the purpose of being read by
the observer any more than those on the buried cylinder.
What distinguishes the stelae from the cylinders, is that the
stelae were to be displayed, while the cylinders were deposited
within the building not only to dedicate it but also to convey
information to a future king who intended to rebuild the
temple, as these texts often expressly state. All cylinders,
prisms, cones, and brick inscriptions were hidden in walls and
foundation boxes. Formally, these texts as well as inscribed
reliefs placed in dark corridors of royal palaces and rock inscrip-
tions carefully carved in inaccessible spots, are addressed to the
deity; they report the king’s victories and his piety and demand
blessings in return. For this very reason they are written in a
highly stylized language, often poetic and exuberant; they
mention only carefully selected happenings and use a restricted
vocabulary. Both Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian inscriptions of
that tenor must be taken to reflect literary patterns cultivated
in their respective settings. The Assyrian royal inscriptions
show several new departures in their development; thus one
finds, beginning with Arik-den-ili (1319-1308 B.C.) and Shal-
maneser I (1274~1245 B.c.) an annalistic arrangement; in Tiglath-
Pileser I (1115-1077 B.C.) we have long-winded and solemn
invocations as introductions, short and hectic paeans between
the descriptions of individual campaigns, and a triumphal hymn
at the end. After Adad-nirari II (911-891 B.c.), who introduces his
annals with pompous self-praise in an overlong introduction,
the style changes and the introits become formal and restrained.
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Later, one can observe in the inscriptions of Sargon II (721-705
B.c.) a preference for extremely poetic and stilted parlance; in
those of Assurbanipal (668627 B.c.) the inclusion of episodic
happenings; in Esarhaddon’s (680-669 B.c.) and Sennacherib’s
(704~681 B.C.), other peculiarities. One thus gains the impression
that these inscriptions were written for the king himself. The
scribes and poets at court created for him his own image as
hero and pious king; they show him in these texts as he wanted
to see himself. In this respect, the royal inscriptions of the
Hammurapi dynasty, of the Assyrian kings (from the end of
the second millennium on), and of the Chaldean kings apparent-
ly assumed the function of the royal hymns that we have from
the kings of Ur IIl and their early Babylonian emulators (from
Ur-Nammu to Abi-efuh).’7e The preference of the poets and
bards at court seems to have shifted from the production of
hymns in praise of the king to the composing of royal inscriptions
for exactly the same purpose. It is quite possible that hymns to
the ruler continued to be composed, but they were not incorpor-
ated into the corpus of the literary tradition and, if preserved in
fragments, are not sufficient in number to attract our attention.
The relationship of the royal inscriptions to the literary
production of a given period and place is for the same reason
difficult to investigate. Nevertheless, the very inscriptions that
offer us a chance to fill out the skeleton of historical facts
contained in king lists, year names, and eponym lists provide
us at the same time with important insights into the literary
aspirations of the courts at which they were written.

Only when the royal inscriptions are linked with their literary
background can their diversification and their continuous
stylistic changes be explained. We see the kings of the Hammu-
rapi dynasty enumerate the blessings they expect in return for
their piety; the Chaldean kings—with the exception of Nabo-
polassar’s reference to his victory over Assyria—avoid mention-
ing their adversaries and specific victories, unlike the early
Babylonian and, above all, the Assyrian practice. Nabonidus, to
give an example of a novel feature, enlivens inscriptions with
dialogues in which gods, priests, dead kings, and workmen
appear, and Samsuiluna offers a unique inscription in which
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the gods in heaven speak of him.'? To turn back to Nabonidus,
he quotes in scholarly fashion the texts of the documents his
workmen had excavated from the ruins of temples he was in
process of rebuilding. He even gives us on one such occasion the
text of an inscription of a Kassite king that would otherwise
have been lost.13 His preference for mentioning and, at times,
reporting his own dreams represents another novum. To
terminate this random sampling of the style of the royal
inscriptions, let me point out Assurbanipal’s repeated descrip-
tions of his training and his achievements as a scholar and a
soldier which—one-and-a-half millennia later—include a topos
from the Sumerian royal hymns. This illustrates the continuity
and tenacity of a living literary tradition other than that literary
tradition frozen and preserved in the royal library of Nineveh.
Anyone who intends to write a history of Mesopotamian litera-
ture that is more than an inventory of extant fragments will
have to consult these living, changing royal inscriptions.
Mesopotamian scribes were conscious of the importance of
the inscriptions to be found on statues and votive objects, but
for antiquarian and literary rather than for historical reasons.
We have a number of copies (from the Middle Babylonian
through the Neo-Babylonian period) of older inscriptions, often
imitating their script. To this interest we owe much of what we
know today of the Old Akkadian period and the rule of the
kings of Ur III. The use of such historical material for purely
ideological purposes appears early in the Old Babylonian period.
Scribes began to collect the inscriptions (e.g., of the sanctuary of
Tummal in Nippur)'+ to illustrate their belief that pious rulers
received divine favors and those who did not respect the temple
fell by divine interference—an important theme throughout
the ancient Near East. They also recopied actual or invented
letters of outstanding kings in extraordinary situations. The
names as well as deeds, crimes, and victories of famous rulers
seem to have been kept alive through some oral tradition that
must have centered in sanctuaries rather than in palaces. The
interest of the palace in tradition was by nature short-lived and
geared to matters of immediate concern, but the scholars,
administrators, and experts living in the temple were prone to
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keep stories alive that enhanced the importance of the sanctuary
or record, in lamentations, its destruction. From such a body of
written and unwritten stories must come all the proverbial
sayings, the king lists and the chronicles and, above all, the
references in the omen collections to the famous kings of old.!s
Among them is Ku-Baba, a female innkepeer who founded the
third dynasty of Kish; Sulgi, the most powerful king of the third
dynasty of Ur; and Irra-imitti, of the dynasty of Isin, who died a
strange death—to mention only the best-known personages.
On a different level of literary creativeness, these tales grew
into legends that attached themselves to founders of dynasties
or kings who fell from power in a spectacular way, such as
Sargon of Akkad and Ibbi-Sin of Ur.!¢ Sargon remained a
semimythical king throughout much of the second millennium.
The story of his birth-and exposure, his rescue from a basket
floating down the Euphrates, his rise to power, and, last but not
least, his campaigns, adventures, victories, and reverses, and his
conquest of the West was read in Amarna in Egypt, in Hattu$a
in Anatolia, and even translated into Hurrian and Hittite. The
text of the epic $ar tamharim deals with the gesta of Sargon; the
exploits of his son Naram-Sin are retold in what was once called
by Assyriologists the Cuthean legend. Here again, the topos of
desperate situations which the king turns into victories is in
evidence, and the warrior-king is shown as victorious in such far-
off regions as Asia Minor and the island of Telmun. Copies come
from the capital of the Hittites (in Akkadian) and some frag-
ments, much later, from Nineveh and Sultantepe.1?

Not only kings of the distant past but, under certain circum-
stances, also kings of the present and the still living past could
appear in literary texts when extraordinary events characterized
their rule. Such events seem to have been the military triumph of
Tukulti-Ninurta I,'8 who was the first Assyrian king to conquer
Babylon; the destruction of that famous city by the Elamites
(under Sutruk-Nahhunte); and the spectacular successes of
Nebuchadnezzar I, king of Babylon, against the Elamites. On
the other hand, the Babylonian poets and scribes had a difficulc
task explaining the tragedy of Babylon abandoned by its god
Marduk and conquered by enemies. Thus, the famous raid of



oi.uchicago.edu
I52 ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIA

the Hittite king Mur3ili gave rise to literary texts in which
Marduk speaks, like a king in a royal inscription, of his west-
ward journey?—as his image is carried off in that direction—and
of his eventual return. A conquest of Babylon seems to have given
stimulus to another poetic creation, known to us as the Epic of
Irra. There, in contrived and inelegant diction, the catastrophe
of Babylon is blamed on the fumblings of minor gods ruling
the country—and of mankind—during the absence of Marduk
on an essential errand. The poem is one of a group of creations
in a similar vein bespeaking a resurgence of literary interest—
in the critical half millennium from Nebuchadnezzar I (1124~
1103 B.C.) to the famous king who assumed the same name
(Nebuchadnezzar 1I, 604-562 B.c.)—in a Babylonia that once
again began a slow rise to power and glory (see below, pp. 159 f.).

Much easier was the task of the Assyrian poets and courtly
bards when they had to extol the victories of such a great king
as Tukulti-Ninurta I over the Kassite rulers of Babylonia. This
truly historical epic shows the same delight in descriptions of
battle and carnage, the same vilification of the enemy and
ecstasy of triumph that one often finds, somewhat tempered by
repetition, in the royal inscriptions of contemporary and later
Assyrian kings.

Another Babylonian ruler, whose strange behavior and
dramatic downfall attracted attention outside Babylon, achieved
such fame that he is still remembered. This was Nabonidus, the
last king of Babylon. In part due to his conflict with the temple
of Marduk, for he allegedly interfered in religious matters and
preferred the god Sin and his temple in far-off Harran, in part
due to his protracted and still mysterious absence in the oasis
cities of Arabia and his curious and unkingly behavior in face of
the impending attack of Cyrus, Nabonidus became in the eyes
of his contemporaries the “mad” king of Babylon. We have a
strange text written apparently at the end of the political
independence of Babylonia which vilifies Nabonidus and
praises Cyrus as the liberator of the oppressed sanctuaries.
Here the king of the Persians is not considered a foreign invader
but the savior who delivered Babylon. The form is poetic,
arranged in strophes, and the text lists with venom the sins of
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Nabonidus against the old temples and against the old capital
in taking up residence in the Arab city of Tema. Nabonidus is
accused of ignorance and blasphemy, and his most hated officials
are mentioned by name. The same spirit of hatred speaks out of
the text of a barrel-shaped clay cylinder which resembles a
foundation deposit but certainly never served as such. The text
describes, moreover, the triumphal entry of Cyrus into Babylon
in near-messianic terms.z® In no other document written in
cuneiform do we come across such intensity of political antagon-
ism, and one cannot but wonder what acts of Nabonidus brought
about such a violent reaction. In the Old Testament—but not in
the scrolls from the Dead Sea—the topos of the “mad king
of Babylon” was transferred from Nabonidus to his much
better known and more famous predecessor, Nebuchad-
nezzar II.2

In all these instances, references to literary topoi, historical
facts, and historical situations are so densely interwoven that the
historian is not only faced with philological difficulties but also
with the far more complex problems of style and literary
influence as they mold and distort the report for specific pur-
poses. All this in no way precludes that at times a serious
artistic interest expresses itself in the presentation of the
realities (“mimesis”) of a scene or a setting, of the acts of men and
their reactions and emotions. Such passages are rare outside the
story of the adventures of Idrimi, and the descriptions of peoples
and places contained in certain Neo-Assyrian royal inscriptions.
And even then the cuneiform texts fail by far to reach the
degree of superb objectivity, the empathic understanding and
sense for history which is displayed in the story of David as told
in the books of Samuel.

An Essay on Babylonian History

During the nearly two millennia of recorded Babylonian history,
the country experienced only two short-lived climaxes of
political power. They occurred, perhaps not quite accidentally,
at the outset and at the very end of that tremendous span of
time. Two famous names characterize the two periods, that of
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Sargon, king of Akkad (ca.23108.c.), and that of Nebuchadnezzar
II (604-562 B.C.).

The best documented periods, however, are not the ones of
these Babylom'ah kings but the reigns of Hammurapi (1792-
1750 B.c.) and his immediate predecessors and successors. Only
for two centuries of this dynasty do we obtain some insight
into the mechanics of government, the workings of the admin-
istration, and into certain essential aspects of the social and
economic life. Observation of the law code of Hammurapi
gives us a unique opportunity to study the gap between facts
and aspirations. Sargon and Nebuchadnezzar II can be seen
only through the distorting mirror of their own highly stylized
self-presentations. What administrative documents of Sargon
and legal texts written under Nebuchadnezzar II we possess,
combined with what legends and chronicles tell us about these
two kings, hardly allow us more than a glimpse of the
underlying social, economic, and intellecrual contexts.

When Uruk fell to Lugalzagesi, and when, a little later, his
adversary, Sargon of Akkad, achieved for the first time a new
type of unification of Mesopotamia, a fateful and decisive change
occurred in the history of the entire region. Political power
moved away from Uruk, the focus of classical Sumerian civil-
ization, and from a new center a political structure began to
evolve, different in kind from that customary among city-states.
Sargon’s claim to fame, in legends and tradition, is based on
that achievement, although he may not have been the first to
provide the impetus for this development. He became the
exponent of imperial aspirations, of expansion beyond the
natural spheres of influence in a world of city-states. He evolved
—or allowed to grow—an extensive palace organization which
seems to have gone beyond the limitations of a royal “house-
hold.” The palace was supported by taxes, which were levied
and collected by a centralized bureaucracy, and manned
by a personnel of which military service was expected. In spite
of the long reigns of both Sargon and his grandson Naram-Sin
(93 years together), in spite of their famous victories and fabu-
lous achievements, their dominion seems to have been denied
inner stability and lasting consolidation. It was disrupted by
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invading Quti mountaineers, who were, in turn, defeated by a
king of Uruk (Utuhegal). The Neo-Sumerian empire of Ur
(conventionally termed Ur III) took over the heritage of Sargon
in a distinctively different key. For one hundred years, the kings
of Ur ruled Mesopotamia either directly or through provincial
governors, who sat in Susa as well as in Mari and Assur and
defended their realm against invaders from the mountains and
the deserts.22 Ur flourished, embellished with sumptuous
temples and palaces, and trade routes led to it from across the
mountains and from the sea, demonstrating both the prosperity
and the security that in Mesopotamia is concomitant with
effective royal power. Abundant documentation, still far from
being exhausted as a source of information, illustrates the func-
tioning of a complex hierarchy of officials, and a final flowering
of Sumerian literature characterizes the period. The empire
collapsed with long-remembered spectacularity, succumbing
apparently to increasing internal stresses and the pressure of the
nomads from the west, rather than to an invasion from Elam.
Slowly but irresistibly, the center of political gravity moved
upstream, through Isin and Larsa, to settle in a small town
attested only sporadically before Ur IIL It was called Babylon.z2e
The several stages of that move occurred in a period of great up-
heaval.23 It was contemporaneous with the final acceleration of
the shift from the Sumerian to the Akkadian language, with the
influx of foreign elements on several distinct social levels, and
with the progressive fragmentation of the country. It was
accompanied, at the same time, by an enlargement of the
political horizon, which now stretched effectively from Telmun
and Susa to Anatolia and the littoral of the Mediterranean, thus
provoking and favoring the exchange of goods and ideas through-
out the entire Near East. In short, a highly interesting period
which we are still not able to define with precision as to temper
and to analyze adequately as to constituents. Since it is not the
task of this section to recount the history of Mesopotamia, we
may turn our attention to Babylon, to the Babylon of Ham-
murapi (1792-1750 B.C.).

Babylon, in the hundred years before Hammurapi, during
which five kings of his family sat on the throne, had led an
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inconspicuous existence, conquering and losing this or that
not-too-distant city (particularly Kish) and making rather
ineffective campaigns along and beyond the Tigris. It is quite
likely that Babylon had not always been independent of more
important southern centers, Isin and Larsa. The rise to power
began, apparently, with the father of Haommurapi, Sin-muballit,
the last of the rulers of that dynasty to have an Akkadian name.
He directed his efforts toward the south (victory over Ur and
Larsa, the conquests of Isin and E¥nunna), because to the north
was Samgi-Adad I of Assyria, an important political and milirary
power. With Hammurapi a change occurs in the names of the
kings of this dynasty; they all assume foreign (i.e., Amorite)
names as if to stress their non-Akkadian background. When
Hammurapi became king, it is said that he “entered the house
of his father.” With the death of Sam3i-Adad I of Assyria, Ham-
murapi seems to have grasped the opportunity to undertake a
policy of military expansion. The names for the seventh to the
eleventh years of his reign record the defeat of Uruk and of Isin,
the destruction of Malgium, and an invasion into Emutbal across
the Tigris. This burst of warlike activity was apparently followed
by a period of peace, since the year names up to the twenty-
ninth year of Hammurapi’s reign do not refer to conquests but
indicate an era of consolidation and organization. All this, of
course, might be deceptive, because defeats and the progressive
deterioration of a ruler’s political power can hardly be expected
to find expression in the names given the years. It is therefore
not surprising to find Hammurapi, from his thirtieth year to
the year of his death, engaged in nearly continuous warfare.
His wars had clearly become defensive in nature; the very first
of the last series of year names strikes what one may well call an
ominous note: “Year in which the leader, the beloved of Marduk,
organized [through] the power of the great gods [the empire of]
Sumer and Akkad after having defeated the army which Elam—
[coming] from the frontier of Marha3i, together with Subartu,
Gutium, Eshnunna, and Malgi—had raised in masses.” Similar
coalitions are referred to in the year 32 (Eshnunna, Subartu, and
Gutium) and the year 37 (Sutium, Turukku, Kakmu, and
Subartu). Offensive wars led to the victory over his former ally,
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Rim-Sin of Larsa (year 31), the leveling of the walls of Mari
(year 35), and the defeat of Eshnunna (year 38), but one cannot
fail to gain the impression that in these and in subsequent years
the events reduced rather than maintained or extended the
realm of Hammurapi, to which he now likes to refer with the
old designation “Sumer and Akkad.” The last two year names
show him clearly on the defensive, and that rather near his
capital; the year 42 is named after a wall built along the Tigris
and Euphrates, and the next speaks of an earthen wall built to
protect—as an emergency measure probably—the town of
Sippar. Only one badly damaged letter throws some light on the
end of Hammurapi.24 In it his son Samsuiluna writes (TCL 17 76)
to a high official with respect to the circumstances that accom-
panied his accession to the throne: “The king, my father, is
slick] and I sat myself on the throne in order to [...] the
country.” Then, Samsuiluna announces his first royal act, the
customary remission of debts to certain groups of the popula-
tion, an act to which the Mesopotamian kings resorted period-
ically to remedy the constant economic maladjustment of their
country. Whatever course history took in the ensuing one
hundred and fifty years, during which five more kings of the
same dynasty ruled in Babylon, the city itself remained the
capital, while all former seats of power became provincial
cities. This transfer of power was recognized everywhere but in
the deep south, where inaccessible marshes and poor com-
munications create a natural refuge for ethnic groups out of
power and separatists. The south became a backwater, whatever
ephemeral attempts were made to reclaim political power by
the dynasty of the Sealand. A process of encystment took place
that preserved much of its cultural heritage during the more
than half a millennium before new and vigorous cities rose
there again.

The years between the death of Hammurapi and the end of
the dynasty saw the formation of the Old Babylonian literary
tradition, the consolidation of the Sumerian legacy within that
formulation of Akkadian Mesopotamian civilization which had
evolved in Isin and Larsa. Couched in this formulation, the
literary tradition was able to survive the cataclysms of the
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Dark Age. It was carefully maintained by the conservativism of
the Kassite period and transmitted to Neo-Babylonian and Neo-
Assyrian scribes. The Assyrians were aware of their indebtedness
to the Old Babylonian period, as we know from a letter
addressed by a scribe to an Assyrian king (probably, Assurbani-
pal), in which he reports that he had brought from Babylon
some tablets from the times of “Ammurapi, the king.”2s

One cannot possibly mention Hammurapi without referring
to his code of laws,25» whose contents and social aims present a
unique view of the Mesopotamia of that period. Still, one
should bear in mind that this code—as well as other, earlier,
Akkadian and Sumerian codifications—does not show any direct
relationship to the legal practices of the time. Its contents are
rather to be considered in many essential respects a traditional
literary expression of the king’s social responsibilities and of his
awareness of the discrepancies between existing and desirable
conditions. Ultimately, such codes represent an interesting
formulation of social criticism and should not be taken as
normative directions in the manner of post-biblical and Roman
law .26

With the conquest of Babylon by the Hittite king Murili
(ca. 1600 B.c.) the Dark Age began, continuing through the reign
of the nineteenth king (Burnaburia¥ II, 1359-1333 B.C.) of the
next dynasty, the Kassite, to rule in Babylonia. Again, we shall
not dwell upon the numerous problems concerning the chrono-
logy of that period, nor shall we investigate the gradual emer-
gence of a politically important Babylonia or the tensions that
developed between this country and an increasingly expanding
Assyria.

The following statement might serve to characterize the
period: while the literary tradition and what pertained to it was
evidently securely enough imbedded in the intellecrual and
spiritual continuity to survive the span of nearly a millennium,
social and economic traditions underwent serious changes and
readjustments which we are not always able to state in positive
terms. Although the caprices of survival of adequate docu-
mentation place us in a difficult position to gauge the nature of
such changes, a number of more or less sensitive indicators
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suggest their general trend. Such are the increased economic
role of the palace organization, the decreasing influence of
royal authority, the disappearance of private economic initiative
and of all vestiges of social reforms—or experiments—that
characterize the Hammurapi period. Even though the role of
the palace may be emphasized because we have chanced upon
a palace archive in Nippur, much smaller finds from Dur-
Kurigalzu and from Ur do support the characterization just
offered. Numerous land grants, styled and exhibited in a specific
form, show by their very designation, kudurru (boundary
marker), which has not been attested before, that they represent
a novum.?? They reveal an administrative articulation of the
country that reminds us forcibly of feudalism. But this designa-
tion, in no way to be taken literally, is solely an inadequate and
popular approximation, in the way the term democracy is
usually applied. The exact nature of the administrative and
social context of the time of the earlier and genuine kudurrus
is still to be examined and presented. The scarcity of legal
documents related to private commercial activities (such as the
buying and selling of real estate) or the making of wills and
marriage settlements, the absence of documents referring to the
hiring of persons and services, and the making of loans—so
plentiful in earlier times—emphasize the decline of private
initiative and show through their deeply changed phraseology
and vocabulary that we are dealing here with an economic
world grown different.

The victory of Nebuchadnezzar I (1125-1104 B.C.) over the
Elamites ushered in that half millennium through which
Babylonia, first slowly and with many setbacks, then with
ever-increasing momentum, rose again to power. This move-
ment which continues with Nabu-nasir (747-734 B.c.), whose role
and impact is still beclouded by lack of evidence, culminated in
Nabopolassar, the first king (625-605 B.c.) of a new dynasty
which was to become for a short time heir to the Assyrian
supremacy over a large section of the ancient Near East. Much
of that span of time is as dark an age as the Dark Age itself. Our
sole information comes from the short and stereotyped royal
inscriptions, which echo those of the pre-Hammurapi period,
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from the king lists, from Assyrian royal inscriptions that speak
of conflicts with Babylonia, and from kindred documents.

The crucial event of the period, the event that gave impetus to
Babylonia’s rise to power and influenced decisively the entire
history of the region, is the appearance of the Chaldeans on the
Babylonian scene.

In the ninth century B.c., we begin to hear of a country called
Kaldu and of its inhabitants, the Chaldeans. They seem to have
lived in a region of swamps, lakes, and canebrakes along the
lower course of the two rivers between the shores of the Persian
Gulf and the southernmost cities of Babylonia. This region, in
which they relied on agriculture, mainly date growing, fishing,
and some horse breeding for their livelihood, was divided into
tribal areas called “houses.” Each “house” (bitu) was under the
leadership of a chieftain who, at times, called himself king. But
the regions were ill-defined and the political strength of the chief-
tain depended primarily on his personal influence. The largest
of these tribes was located south of Borsippa. Its name was
Bit-Dakiiri, and its neighbor further to the south was called
Bit-Amukani. Along the Tigris, we have Bit-Yakin, large and
important because of its proximity to Elam, whence came
weapons and money, enabling the tribe to make difficulties for
the government in Babylon. We know, furthermore, of smaller
tribes, the Bit-Adini, somehow connected with the Bit-Dakuri,
and the Bit-Sa’alli and Bit-Silani. Their geographical isolation
and perhaps their social organization kept them away from the
life as lived in the old cities. They seem to have either partici-
pated in or profited from the overland trade that had to move
through the territories they held. The only indication that the
Chaldeans spoke a language of their own is a small number of
foreign names, probably in a dialect of Aramaic, the language
which they probably used; most of the persons mentioned in his-
torical texts and in letters have good Neo-Babylonian names. For
reasons not yet clear, the Chaldeans are in the texts always differ-
entiated from the Aramean tribes settled in the higher terrain
upstream along the Euphrates and ef}aecially along the Tigris.

Certain characteristics of the Chaldean way of life become
evident when one studies the conflicts between the Assyrian
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Empire and Babylonia when the latter was at war with Assyria
or ruled by an Assyrian king or his Babylonian puppet. Evidence
for Babylonia’s struggle for liberation from the Assyrian yoke
comes mainly from Assyrian royal inscriptions, which one has
to interpret carefully in order to see the Babylonians as a
people fighting for independence, not as they are presented
as incorrigible rebels and perfidious enemies. Especially reveal-
ing are those letters found in the royal archives at Nineveh
which contain reports, complaints, and accusations sent by
officials, soldiers, spies, and partisans engaged in the Assyrian
fight for control of southern Babylonia. The following picture
results from even a cursory study of the evidence: the Chaldean
tribal groups, loosely connected with some prominent chief-
tain, shifted allegiance according to the distribution of military
strength and fought to maintain their independence from each
other and the Assyrians who tried desperately to police the area.
In groups of ever-changing size, the Chaldean tribes refused to
pay taxes or to render services to the government and if not
bought off were ready to waylay caravans and to attack and
rlunder settlements and small cities. The Chaldeans must have
come to some kind of agreement with Babylonian city-dwellers
when the Assyrian kings attempted to control the region, prob-
ably by placing garrisons in key cities and by guarding their
lines of communication.28 This military situation made the Chal-
deans, despite their anti-urban bias, of necessity the champions
of the anti-Assyrian movement and the defenders of national
independence in Babylonia, while it created within the cities a
pro-Assyrian party, the party of those Babylonians who wanted
peace and security for the sake of their fields and gardens, for
their ships and caravans. For these reasons, the large cities,
especially Nippur, remained to the very end faithful to
Assyria.

The Chaldean kinglets were well prepared for the type of
warfare required. Sudden attacks and flights, guerilla tactics
and infiltrations, together with a complete disregard for sworn
treaties with the enemy, made the task of the Assyrian army,
moving among a population of doubtful loyalty, very difficult.
Elam was always ready to grant refuge to defeated rebel leaders,
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to supply the tribes with weapons and even with troops when-
ever its own rather unstable internal situation allowed an
effective and sustained anti-Assyrian policy. Nothing illustrates
the situation better than the career of that indefatigable rebel
king, Merodach-Baladan II. He appears first under Tiglath-Pileser
I as king of the Sealand, claiming royal descent (from Eriba-
Marduk of the early eighth century B.c.), and paying homage to
the Assyrian king in the company of other Chaldean chieftains.
With help from Elam, he made himself king of Babylon (721-
710 B.C.) while Sargon 1I, who had just usurped the Assyrian
throne, had to fight the Elamite army at Der, without,
however, winning a victory. Merodach-Baladan conveniently
came too late for the battle—exactly as did the Chaldean king
Nabopolassar in 614, when the Medes took Assur by assault.
The Assyrian setback allowed Merodach-Baladan to remain
king of Babylon until Sargon I returned in 710 to make himself
king of that city. Sargon was not strong enough to refuse
recognition to Merodach-Baladan as king of Bit-Yakin. Next
Merodach-Baladan reappeared under Sennacherib to oust a
Babylonian king (703 B.c.). He sought—planning now in “global”
terms—to ally himself with every potential enemy of Meso-
potamia, and to incite to rebellion the Assyrian vassals in the
far west. We know that he wrote letters to that effect which
an embassy brought with a present to Hezekiah of Judah
(Isaiah 39:1-8). Sennacherib reacted with all his energy and
ruthless persistence; in three campaigns he took Babylon,
forced Merodach-Baladan into exile in Elam, and in a seaborne
invasion destroyed the cities along the Elamite coast, where
Chaldean exiles used to organize rebellions in Babylonia.
Merodach-Baladan disappeared, but his fight for Babylonian
independence was taken up, three generations later, by another
leader, Nabopolassar (625-605 B.c.), who succeeded where
Merodach-Baladan had failed, for Assyrian power and military
strength were rapidly collapsing.

What makes these Chaldean warrior-kings so fascinating to us
is that they help us to understand how and under what circum-
stances kings with Amorite names had come to power at an
earlier time, before the rise of the first dynasty of Babylon (see
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above, p. 156). Although the parallel here suggested is as unsatis-
factory as such parallels always are, the rise of the Chaldeans
to power, the effect of the personal dynamism of certain kings
among them, and the attempts of the central government to
combat the intruders all may be taken to correspond in some
way to the events thar brought the Hammurapi dynasty to
power. Of course, it would be rash to liken Sin-muballit to
Nabopolassar and Hammurapi to Nebuchadnezzar II, but one
can hardly close one’s eyes to the similarities in events and
personalities.

Under Nabopolassar’s son, Nebuchadnezzar II, Babylonia
invaded and took over the provinces of the Assyrian Empire
from the Mediterranean Sea to the Persian Gulf. Nebuchad-
nezzar was married to Amyitis, the daughter of the king of the
Medes, and thus Babylonia was protected by an alliance with
that kingdom. Quite in Assyrian style, the Babylonian king
began then to appear annually with his army to collect tribute
and to conquer and punish recalcitrant cities such as Jerusalem in
597 and 586 B.c. He repeatedly fought with the Egyptian army.

The last ruler of Babylonia, Nabonidus (555-539 B.c.), pro-
vided a somewhat queer “finis” to the independence of Baby-
lonia (see above, p. 152). Cyrus moved into the capital without
encountering resistance and treated Nabonidus with his charac-
teristic leniency toward defeated kings. This was the end of
Babylonian sovereignty, but that the spirit of the country was
not yet dead is brought home by the fact that two later pre-
tenders to the Babylonian throne took the magic name of
Nebuchadnezzar.2¢

An Essay on Assyrian History

A contrast dominates Assyrian history; the periods before and
after the Dark Age of Assyria, the eclipse under foreign domina-
tion, differ in essential respects. On the surface, these contrasts
are obvious: the early period lacks that spirit of military aggres-
siveness which is so characteristic of the later; in its place we
meet an efficiency in organizing overland trade relations and
internal commercial activities that is not conspicuous in the
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documents of the period after the Dark Age. Moreover, a
considerable body of alien influences can be found superim-
posed upon a native Assyrian tradition when the country
emerges from the dark centuries. On the other side of the
ledger is the preservation of the linguistic tradition, of specific
social institutions such as the Assyrian concept of kingship and
certain basic aspects of the religious life, e.g., the cult of ASur,
to mention only the obvious. By probing further one finds that
but for some shreds of royal inscriptions and what little infor-
mation we derive from the “Cappadocian™ tablets on the
economic role of the temple of the national god, we still know
next to nothing of the civilization of the Assyria of the early
kings. One also finds that the Assyrian formulation of the
Mesopotamian civilization of the subsequent periods presents a
multi-layered agglomeration of Hurrian and Babylonian
influences interspersed with solid blocks of genuine Assyrian
attitudes and concepts that had not died out. Not only is the
structure of the civilization of Assyria far more complex than
that of Babylonia, but it shows a different mood and direction
altogether. Differences in habitat and in the nature and the
intensity of alien influences alone cannot account for this
divergence.

Assyrian history begins with a governor of the kings of the
third dynasty of Ur residing in Assur. The most important royal
personage of the Assyrian period before the Dark Age is Samsi-
Adad I (ca. 1813-1781 B.C.), who was not of Assyrian extraction.
The more than two hundred years before him are documented
to a large extent by the three generations or more of Assyrian
merchants attested as doing business in Anatolia (Kani§, Bogh-
azkeui, Alishar, and probably, but not directly attested, else-
where in that region) and in the region of Kirkuk.3> We are
completely without information as to the developments and
the circumstances which led to this commercial expansion;
we know only that the conflicts resulting in the emergence of
the Hittite kingdom, a novel political and military power in
Anarolia, put an end to these activities either directly or by
interrupting the freedom of communications thar had main-
tained these traders for so long. The merchants’ serclements
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quickly withered away. According to many indications, Samyi-
Adad I was a foreign conqueror who seized Assur and attempted
to create a territorial state in Upper Mesopotamia, which he
seemed to have ruled from his palace in Subat-Enlil.* He
organized his realm as a conqueror who relies on his energetic
followers to handle a population accustomed to a different way
of life. He founded new settlements, brought in new agricultural
methods, and attempted to raise the living standard of his
subjects—but with his death, the empire quickly disintegrated.
His son, I§me-Dagan, could hold on only to Assur, and soon that
city too was Jost and disappeared from the historical scene for
many centuries. At that time Babylonian power was on the
upswing under Hammurapi, and the entire region from the
Persian Gulf to Ugarit was seething with political activity and
criss-crossing tensions and relations. Although Assyria appar-
ently disappeared under foreign domination, it is worthy of
note that the official king list, which alone spans the gap in the
historical tradition with its string of names, mentions six rulers
who called themselves either Sami-Adad (three kings) or
I¥me-Dagan (again three kings) during the four centuries that
elapsed between the death of Sam3i-Adad I and the accession of
A¥3ur-uballig, the first Assyrian ruler of stature. There exists no
better indicator for the importance of a ruler and his political
and military program than the choice of such names. It also
indicates that the Assyrian political tradition was kept alive
during this dark period, just as was the native dialect.

The victory of the Hittite king Suppiluliuma (ca. 1380-1340
B.c.) sealed the doom of the Mitanni kingdom, of which Assyria
seems to have been a vassal for a prolonged period. This victory
brought Syria under Hittite influence and enabled Assyria to
become independent and to fight for a place among the nations
of the Amarna age and thereafter. The following centuries
represent the formative period in which Assyria had to develop
concepts of foreign policy for defensive as well as for offensive
purposes.

As a result of the rising military might of successive Assyrian
empires, these concepts determined, to a fateful extent, his-
torical developments in the entire Near East. Assyrian foreign
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policy now had three fronts. The first was the perpetual line of
conflict that separated Assyria from the mountain peoples.
Attacks, extermination, or forcible resettling in new cities were
combined with the building of strategic roads and fortresses,
with varying success. At best, Assyria could obtain soldiers from
the mountains and import horses needed for the cavalry that
was becoming increasingly important militarily; but, for the
most part, security from small-scale invasions was Assyria’s
typical gain on this front. Continuous contact in war and peace
produced some sort of acculturation in the frontier zone which
both facilitated colonization and created “nationalistic”” satellite
civilizations in the buffer region. The battle on that front was
eventually lost when, after more than half a millennium, the
Urartian buffer state which, on several previous occasions, had
posed a dangerous threat to Assyrian holdings in Upper Syria
collapsed. This event seems to have destroyed the restraints
that held in check the Scythians, other people on the move, and
invaders from the mountains.

It was equally difficult and eventually impossible for Assyria
to keep the second front, that against Babylonia. The political
situation that evolved between Assyria and Babylonia in the
post-Amarna age, apparently gave a specially bitter turn to the
relationship between the two states. It may have been, originally,
Hittite intrigues that set Babylonia against Assyria, just as the
Egyptians encouraged Assyria to exercise pressure against the
Hittite kingdom, but this does not seem to explain in rational,
i.e., political and economic, terms the aggressive attitude of
Assyria toward her southern neighbor. At the first conquest of
Babylon, the Assyrian king, Tukulti-Ninurta I (1243-1207 B.C.),
carried off in triumph the statue of Marduk. This act may have
begun the “Babylonization” of Assyria. We have already dealt
with the ambivalent attitude of the Assyrians toward Babylon-
ian civilization (see pp. 65 f.) and have pointed out (see p. 161) the
gradual extension of Assyrian power down to the Persian Gulf,
probably to establish a corridor between Elam and Babylonia.
The eventual liberation of the entire region came about after
the Medes destroyed the tottering Assyrian Empire.

On the third front, that against the west and toward the
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Mediterranean Sea, the “Upper Sea” in Akkadian parlance,
Assyria was relentlessly on the offensive. The drive toward the
sea proceeded in several stages through a barrage of larger and
smaller Aramaic principalities: Carchemish was reached by
Adad-nirariI (1305-1274 B.c.) and again by his son Shalmaneser I
(1273-1244 B.C.); Tiglath-Pileser I (1114-1076 B.C.) advanced as
far as Palmyra (Tadmur); Shalmaneser III (858-824 ®.c.) laid
siege to Damascus, but only Tiglath-Pileser Il (744-727 B.C.)
was able to conquer it. This constant Assyrian advance posed an
immediate threat to the small kingdoms of Judah and Israel so
that all fluctuations in Assyrian military potential beginning
with Tiglath-Pileser II (966-935) B.C., a contemporary of Solomon,
are reflected in the political stability of Syria and Palestine and
eventually in the content and mood of certain books of the
Old Testament.32

By means of institutionalized annual campaigns, the Assyrian
kings, beginning with Arik-den-ili, succeeded in building a series
of more or less ephemeral empires. These often collapsed
suddenly—usually at the death of the king—but were again and
again reconquered, to be enlarged and more carefully organ-
ized. The ability to recuperate quickly and to gain added strength
should be considered as characteristically Assyrian as the
curious instability of the governmental structure. We have
already suggested that the Assyrian Empire, when it functioned
adequately, was based primarily on the integration of small
administrative units, villages, manors, new cities settled with
colonists, and garrisoned conquered cities. Military might was
harshly used to maintain that income, consisting mainly of a
steady supply of manpower, services, and staples, and to guard
communications between these units and the administrative
centers. Any weakening of these functions due to internal
political stress (between, for example, the king and his high
officials) endangered the lines of supply and interrupted the
superimposed coherence. Eventually, the empire collapsed and
fell into fragments governed by local interests. While this may
explain the mechanics of the process, the perseverance of the
Assyrian kings in reorganizing their hold over these units
remainsa problem. The few atternpts made to offer explanations
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in terms of typical nineteenth-century concepts of economic
and racial—and climatic—determinism are best passed over in
silence. There seems to have existed within a small circle of
Assyrians, particularly the natives of the town of Assur, the
intense conviction that it was their duty to reimpose the lost
coherence, to increase its effectiveness, and to enlarge its basis.
This constant and hectic pressure for enlargement should not
be considered the prime mover; it was often the consequence
of the progressive exhaustion of the homeland and the old
provinces. The need for expansion bespeaks solely the weakness
of the system. The fact that the exhaustion of the country was
constantly being remedied bespeaks ideological, i.e., religious
roots, and we have to look for an institution that was able to
survive all reverses. Such considerations lead us to the sanctuary
of the god A33ur and to his king and priest and suggest rather
strongly that originally, at least, the sanctuary had a claim to
taxes and services on all groups that worshiped in the “Assyrian
triangle.” To collect what was due the sanctuary must have
constituted an essential part of the duties of the priest—and
king—a duty that gave economic stimulus and ideological
impetus as well as religious sanction to his claims. This explana-
tion, of course, rests solely on what little evidence is available
and understandable (see pp. 99 f.). For the time being we assume
that in that very complex and sui generis position of the sanctuary
of A¥Sur and in the function of his priest lie the fountainhead of
the purposeful and tenacious energy that kept Assyria alive and
fighting to its very end.

It is not our task here to follow the ups and downs of Assyrian
might. Suffice it to point out some of the culmination points
and the changes that occurred in the course of its rise and fall.
When Tukulti-Ninurta I reached out toward the Euphrates,
the west, and toward the south, Babylon, the first high point
was reached. The movements of Aramaic-speaking groups
shattered the efforts of the Assyrian kings toward the organiza-
tion of their realm. A short-lived resurgence was possible for
Tiglath-Pileser (1114-1076 B.C.), and a new spirit of aggressive-
ness is evident in the inscriptions of Tukulti-Ninurta II (890-884
B.c.) and A¥Surnagirpal II (883-859 B.C.). A¥Surnasirpal II and his
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son Shalmaneser IIl pushed toward the Mediterranean coast in
spite of the fierce resistance of the Aramaic states of the region
(battle of Qarqar, 853 B.C.), receiving tribute from Israel and the
Phoenician cities. Both kings battled the dangerous enemy to
Assyrian ambitions which had arisen in the kingdom of Urartu;
ar the same time the Chaldean danger began to loom in south-
ern Babylonia. Tiglath-Pileser Il (744-727 B.c.) was another
outstanding conqueror. He applied the age-old method of
large-scale deportation of vanquished peoples and extended his
influence even into Arabia; two queens of the Arabs sent tributes
to him.** He carried the extension of Assyrian rule into Syria and
Palestine, which aroused a new enemy of Assyria, Egypt. Sargon
I spent nearly his entire reign reconquering the countries which
Assyria had lost at the death of Tiglath-Pileser III, and his own
death in the field again brought general defection and rebellion.
Assyrian rule was far from being securely based; nearly every
king had to fight the opposition of large sections of the ancient
Near East. In fact, resistance against Assyria seems to have
been growing steadily throughout the region. Sargon’s son
Sennacherib (704-681 B.c.) was murdered by his sons in an
uprising, after a life spent in fighting enemies and rebels on all
three fronts. Esarhaddon (680-669 B.c.), usurped the throne and
had to pacify Assyria as well as to fight against new enemies
from the mountains, the Scythians and Cimmerians. He was
eventually compelled to attack and invade Egypt. At his death
on the march to reconquer Egypt, the change of ruler occurred
without trouble. Esarhaddon had attempted to solve the
perennial “Babylonian problem” by making one son, Assur-
banipal (668-627 B.c.), king of the realm and another son, Samas-
$um-ukin, king of Babylon. After a respite of some sixteen years,
during which Assurbanipal conducted only minor campaigns,
$ama¥-yum-ukin succeeded in forming a formidable alliance of
all enemies of Assyrian rule from Elam to Israel. It took Assur-
banipal four years of civil war to subdue the rebels and to
destroy Babylon once again, only forty years after its systematic
destruction by Sennacherib. Punitive campaigns followed
against the Arabs and against Elam, ending with the sack of
Susa. The sources for Assyrian history cease to speak to us for
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the last dozen years of Assurbanipal’s rule. It seems that the
empire had already begun to disintegrate during his lifetime,
and it disappeared with appalling speed under the short-lived
rule of his successor and son.** While Nabopolassar, representing
a Babylonia turned aggressor, took Mesopotamia proper, the
Medes under Cyaxares descended upon Assyria from the Iranian
plateau, took Assur, the old capital, in 614 and eventually
Nineveh (612 B.C.).

There remains a strange and heroic epilogue. Some segments
of the Assyrian army held out for a time in Harran, waiting in
vain for the help of Egypt. Egypt only now had begun to realize
the danger of losing Assyria as an ally against Babylonians and
Medes alike. There was even for a short time an Assyrian king

in Harran, but the history of a mighty Assyria had run its
course.
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CHAPTER Nab ist—und
schwer zu fassen
de r Got ! (HOLDERLIN)

WHY A “MESOPOTAMIAN
RELIGION” SHOULD NOT BE
WRITTEN

THE CARE AND FEEDING OF
THE GODs

MesopoTamiaN ‘“‘PsycHoLOGY”

THE ARTS OF THE DIVINER

In lieu of a chapter on Mesopotamian religion, which the reader
has every right to expect in a presentation of Mesopotamian
dvilization, I intend to deal here solely with three specific
aspects that seem important and representative enough to be
singled out for comment and for which suitable and sufficient
documentary evidence is available. The reader should be
forewarned that this section is predominantly negative in tone
and outlook and be reminded that apparently well rounded and
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pleasingly complete presentations of Mesopotamian religion in
English, German, French, and Italian are by no means lacking—
as a glance at the bibliographical footnote to this chapter will
show.

Why a “Mesopotamian Religion” should not be written

As a general statement covering the underlying problem, let
me present some of the reasons that have convinced me thar a
systernatic presentation of Mesopotamian religion cannot and
should not be written.

These reasons are of two orders—the nature of the available
evidence, and the problem of comprehension across the barriers
of conceptual conditioning.

Evidence for Mesopotamian religion—to use this complex
term grosso modo—is archeological as well as textual. The
archeological evidence consists of the remnants of buildings and
structures that served cult purposes, such as shrines, temples,
and temple towers, and of objects of worship, in the widest
sense of this term, from images to charms. :

The immense ruins of the temple towers of the large cities,
especially of southern Mesopotamia, not only made Babylonia
famous but, to a large extent, have helped to maintain the fame
of its civilization. Yet even today—and this I offer as a warning—
we do not know the purpose of these edifices. We have exca-
vated these towers and studied their impressive construction
from a technical point of view; we know their names and the
Akkadian terms that refer to their parts; we know their his-
tories—but we do not know what they were for. As for the
temples, we are, of course, aware that the temple’s cella
harbored the image of the deity, that antecellas, propylea,
courtyards, passageways, and major and minor gates were
related in such a manner as to serve the personnel of the sanc-
tuary and the worshipers that thronged into it periodically,
and that they were built to display the power and wealth of the
deity and to harbor and protect its staff and its treasures. The
essential questions as to their meaning, questions that go be-
yond the description of what we see and beyond the—appar-
ently—obvious functions of the several units that made up the
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sanctuary complex, cannot be answered. The monuments of a
forgotten cult, of a cult we know only through a few written
documents, can reveal, even if perfectly preserved, only a
fraction, a dim reflection, of the cultic activities which they
served. Their mechanics and functioning, and the meanings
which motivated the enactments of the cult, remain removed
from us as if pertaining to another dimension. A simple example
will illustrate this point: if the monuments of Western Christ-
ianity were preserved for some distant and alien generation or a
visitor from outer space, what could they possibly reveal of the
essential tenets of thar faith? The cathedrals, campaniles, the
domes and baptisteries, towers, cloisters, and closes would
remain mute; their iconography and carefully preserved skele-
tons—obvious objects of worship—would induce archeologists
to propound fantastic theories to be harmonized with whatever
conclusions they might draw from the general layout of the
buildings, their structural and dimensional peculiarities, and
their unbelievably complex and misleading display of decora-
tions and statuary. It is legitimate, of course, to draw conclusions
concerning the relationship between the deity and its wor-
shipers and the deity and its characteristic abode when written
sources, explicit about such problems, are available. But even
then one cannot link in a convincing way the architectural
forms or their functional uses to ideological situations and
essential spiritual requirements, unless primary and derived
forms are carefully separated distinguishing superstructures
from basic and ideological concepts. Form, function, and
creative elaboration, the three inevitable variables of each
feature, have to be traced painstakingly in every instance. The
most exacting examination of material remains of a civilization as
dead and removed as that of Mesopotamia, with its written
evidence so difficult of understanding, does not and cannot
yield results thar allow us better to understand the function
and meaning of the buildings. And yet this effort is sometimes
made, and a scholarly literature has evolved that derives con-
clusions from, for example, the emplacement of the image with
regard to the axis of the cella and the doors, from the orientation
of the sanctuary, and from other features of the buildings.!
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Less obvious but by no means less misleading are conclusions
based on a study of iconographic evidence. What can be con-
jectured from rare reliefs and from the few extant fragments of
images and cheap replicas intended for private worship does not
bring us much closer to the meaning of these images. These
representations indicate that the Mesopotamians avoided non-
anthropomorphic figures of the sort that are known from India
and Egypt, but this is already evident from texts listing the gods
and their epithets. Not even a perfectly preserved image could
indicate to us what it meant for the priest and the pious, how it
functioned as the center of the cult, what its Sitg im Leben
was for the community. All that, however, we are able to obtain,
to a limited degree, from written sources, as we intend to show
in a later section of this chapter dealing with the images.

As to iconographic material—reliefs, seals, clay plaques—
which is likely to shed light on Mesopotamian religion, one can
think, a priori, of narrative representations meant to illustrate
the story of a deity. Such representations do not seem to have
had any important role in Mesopotamian religion. The world of
the myth remains relegated to the level of literary creation
throughout the entire known history of Mesopotamia. Only
quite early and in marginal instances do representations seem
to allude, secondarily, to written myths. The heroic or other-
wise extraordinary achievements of the deity are not expressed
as acts but rather are sublimated and symbolized. Non-narrative,
non-objective formulations that bear in some way on the cult
as enacted in the sanctuary are displayed in what we call
heraldic symbols—often animal-shaped—which acquired sanc-
tity through processes totally beyond our comprehension;
furthermore, they may visualize—often in the form of weapons
and other objects—formulaic statements concerning the deity
and the world of man which are, today, out of our reach.

Before we turn to the documentary evidence bearing in
general on the religious life of Mesopotamia, a material that in
its riches seems to hold the promise of much information, let
us raise a principal question; What conceivable light can a body
of texts shed, synchronically, on the perplexing diversity of what
we are wont to call “Mesopotamian religion,” or, diachronic-
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ally, on the entangled millennial history of this or that cult
center or cult practice? To what extent and with what degree of
reliability can written sources impart to us that accumulation
of culr practices, of tradition-bound individual and group
reactions to things considered sacred, to such existential facts as
death, disease, and misfortune; in short, how truthfully do they
reveal what is commonly meant by religion?

Three types of cuneiform texts (and some other text groups
and passages) are important for an understanding of this and
related problems. The three groups are prayers, mythological
texts, and ritual texts. Let us now inquire into their usefulness
for our purposes.

Prayers in Mesopotamian religious practice are always linked
to concomitant rituals. These rituals are carefully described
in a section at the end of the prayer which addresses either the
praying person or the officiating priest—rather, “technician”—in
order toregulate his movementsand gestures aswell as the nature
of the sacrifice and the time and place it should be undertaken.
Ritual activities and accompanying prayers are of like importance
and constitute the religious act; to interpret the prayers without
regard to the rituals in order to obtain insight into the religious
concepts they may reflect distorts the testimony. Just as the
acts and offerings of the prayer are fixed, with little variation
and few departures from the small number of existing pat-
terns, so the wording of the prayer exhibits a limited number of
invocations, demands and complaints, and expressions of
thanksgiving. Such material succeeds in conveying something
of the mood and the emotional climate of Mesopotamian
religion in spite of the repetitious diction of these prayers and
their elaborate synonymy, but does not contain much informa-
tion for our area of inquiry.

The prayers contain no indication of an emotion-charged
preference for a specific central topic such as, for example, the
individual in relation to spiritual or moral contexts of universal
reach, the problem of death and survival, the problem of
immediate contact with the divine, to mention here some topoi
that might be expected to leave an imprint on the religious
licerature of a civilization as complex as the Mesopotamian.
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One obtains the impression—confirmed by other indications—
that the influence of religion on the individual, as well as on the
community as a whole, was unimportant in Mesopotamia.
No texts tell us that ritual requirements in any stringent way
affected the individual’s physiological appetites, his psycho-
logical preferences, or his attitude toward his possessions or his
family. His body, his time, and his valuables were in no serious
way affected by religious demands, and thus no conflict of
loyalties arose to disturb or shake him. Death was accepted in a
truly matter-of-fact way, and the participation of the individual
in the cult of the city deity was restricted in the extreme; he was
simply an onlooker in certain public ceremonies of rejoicing or
communal mourning. He lived in a quite tepid religious climate
within a framework of socio-economic rather than cultic
co-ordinates. His expectations and apprehensions as well as his
moral code revolved within the orbit of a small urban or rural
society.

Two principal topics appear in the prayers, verbalizing rhe
experience of the divine and expressing in a quasi-mythological
way the self-experience of the worshiper. The latter is important
and characteristic, and deserves further discussion (see pp. 198-
206). The first is no less important, but it does not seem to
represent an equally characteristic expression of Mesopotamian
religious creativity.

On the mertaphysical level, the deity in Mesopotamia is
experienced as an awesome and fear-inspiring phenomenon
endowed with a unique, unearthly, and terrifying luminosity.
Luminosity is considered a divine attribute and is shared in
varying degrees of intensity by all things considered divine and
holy, hence also by the king himself.? An impressive array of
specific terms is constantly used in prayers and other texts to
express this particular experience of the divine. Semantically,
the Akkadian terminology used in striving for adequate formu-
lation is linked intimately to terror and to a dreaded luminosity.
As such it corresponds—though not etymologically—to certain
expressions of the religious vocabulary of the entire Semitic
ancient Near East. There we find again the same groping for the
expression of the ineffabile in terms of a fearful supernatural
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radiance emanating from the deity. In Akkadian the termino-
logy is especially varied, in connotations that we can hardly
fathom.

The second group of texts to be examined contains myths and
mythologically embellished literary works. To state at the
outset my objection to the direct and indiscriminate utilization
of such texts, I submit that their contents have already unduly
encroached upon our concept of Mesopotamian religion.3 All
these stories about the gods and their doings, about this world
of ours and how it came into being, these moralizing as well as
entertaining stories geared to emotional responses represent the
most obvious and cherished topics for the literary creativeness
of a civilization such as that of Mesopotamia. They form some-
thing like a fantastic screen, enticing as they are in their im-
mediate appeal, seductive in their far-reaching likeness to stories
told all over the ancient Near East and around the Mediterra-
nean, but still a screen which one must penetrate to reach the
hard core of evidence that bears directly on the forms of reli-
gious experience of Mesopotamian man. By now, classical
scholars have learned how to bypass the screen created by
mythology—and even how to utilize what information it may
convey—but in our field we fall victim all too easily to its lure,
searching for deep insights and voices from the dawn of history,
which they allegedly convey. These literary formulations are,
in my opinion, the work of Sumerian court poets and of Old
Babylonian scribes imitating them, bent on exploiting the
artistic possibilities of a new literary language—apart from the
“Alexandrinian” elaborations of the late period (the Nineveh
version of the Epic of Gilgamesh) and the Epic of Creation with
its “archaic” and learned artificialities. All these works which
we are wont to call mythological should be studied by the
literary critic rather than by the historian of religion. What they
contain are adaptations, for a late public, of mythological
elements, unsophisticated and often primitive, dim reflections
of stories that circulated among certain groups of the population
of Mesopotamia as an inheritance of a distant past. Though the
myths in cuneiform (Sumerian and Akkadian) are undoubtedly
the oldest in terms of written evidence, they are by no means
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“older” than those one finds elsewhere and at any time.

The third group of texts are the numerous descriptions of
specific rituals to be performed by priests and priestly tech-
nicians in the sanctuary. These texts prescribe, often in con-
siderable detail, the individual acts of a ritual, the prayers and
formulae to be recited (given either in full or cited by incipit),
and the offerings and the sacrificial apparatus required; in short,
they succeed in conveying something of the activities in a Meso-
potamian temple. This is especially true for the Babylon text
on the “New Year’s ritual,” which details the ceremonies
performed in Esagila from the second to the fifth day of the
festival (the balance is lost), giving an unparalleled insight into
the nature of this celebration which is only mentioned by
name in other texts ever since the pre-Sargonic period.# Such
essential and characteristic ceremonies as the reading of the Epic
of Creation, the archaic “scapegoat ritual,” and the execution
and burning of two costly decorated figurines of wood are
known to us solely from this description of the New Year’s
festival in Babylon, not to mention the strange ritual scene in
which the king participated (see p. 122). How old these rites
were is impossible to determine, because archaic features in a
ritual do not bear direct witness to its age or its history. In order
to illustrate this point and as a warning against our inclination
to assume for religious practices a uniformity, a stability, or, at
best, a unilinear development (meant primarily to fill the gaps
which occur in our attestation) that is not warranted, I offer
here a description of one specific ritual.s

The most potent tool of the Mesopotamian exorciser’s
craft was a copper kettledrum covered with the hide of a black
bull. A number of rituals concern themselves with the cere-
monies needed to provide the drum with a new drumhead. The
texts come from Assur, from the library of Assurbanipal in
Nineveh, and from the Uruk of the Seleucid period, and their
close similarities show that they belong to the stream of the
tradition, ie., they go back to late Old-Babylonian or early
Middle-Babylonian prototypes. This is also borne out by the
use of the same Sumerian prayers and other features of ritual,
although upon closer scrutiny deep-seated differences are ap-
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parent in certain formulations and in a transposition of emphasis.
Basically, the procedure is concerned with the ritual preparation
of the bull to be slaughtered, the tanning of the skin, and the
mounting of the hide on the drum, all performed with appro-
priate ceremonies, prayers, and offerings. As in many religious
ceremonies, there is a critical point, a sensitive area in which the
reality of the act reaches with shocking immediacy into the
dimension of the sacred. Here, the clash occurs when the
carefully chosen and ritually prepared animal that has been an
object of worship—into which divine powers have been trans-
ferred by magic means—is killed in order to transfer its potency
and sacredness to the kettledrum. At this point, the late (Seleu-
cid) Uruk text differs tellingly from the Assur fragment. The
late ritual prescribes in a matter-of-fact way that the bull has
to be killed, its heart burned in front of the drum, the hide and
the tendon from its right shoulder removed, and the body
buried facing west as if it were that of a human being, wrapped
in a red blanket and sprinkled with oil. The Assur text, which is
about six to eight hundred years older, enacts this scene in a
quite different mood. After the bull has been killed and its
heart burned, the exorciser assumes the position of a mourner
and utters a solemn lamentation for the slain god, rejecting
responsibility for the act with the enigmatic formula, “The
totality-of-the-gods has done this deed; I did not do it!” where-
upon preparation of the skin proceeds as described in the later
text. The Assur text ends with the short but revealing remark,
“The chief exorciser does not eat of the meat of this bull.” Thus
while the bull is buried with formal ceremony in Uruk, it is
used to provide food for the priests in the older text (from Assur)
as in the case of any other sacrificial animal, although its killing
was there considered a terrible deed that had to be atoned for.
Do we have here different local customs due to substratum
influences, or are the differences in the interpretation of the
ritual due to internal developments? No answer can be offered,
but we should realize that rituals, per se, attest only indirectly
to the religious life of which they form a special part. Consider
what kind of information the codifications of the church rituals
(for example, the rituale Romanum) would impart two or more
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millennia from now to scholars from a completely different
culture who would be able to understand them linguistically
only in the very imperfect way in which we understand cunei-
form texts.

Where then shall we search for source materials that hold
the promise of shedding light on Mesopotamian religion? The
rather substantial number of texts which describe exorcism and
other magic rituals reveals not more than that the ubiquitous
practices of sympachetic and analogic magic were well known
and often applied in Mesopotamia. They were meant to inflict
evil on an enemy, to ward off attacks on oneself, and to cleanse
persons and objects from the evil consequences of ominous
encounters by transferring the “miasma” to carriers that could
be easily and effectively destroyed. Nothing in these texts
impresses one as being characteristically and uniquely Mesopo-
tamian, or likely to grant insight into this civilization. Lists of
deities, organized in several ways, or lists that enumerate the
sacred animals of certain gods, and other scribal attempts to
speculate about the gods and their relationship—in short, what
may be termed theology—lack that essential quality of
Sitg im Leben and therefore bespeak the nature of Mesopo-
tamian scholarship rather than the nature of Mesopotamian
religiosity. An undue amount of attention has been given
to the peripheral regions of the religious life—mainly to the
priestly speculations concerned with the relationship between
the several gods of the pantheon in terms of power, function,
achievement, and kinship.”

The religion or, rather, the variety of religions that are
imbedded in the millennial growth and decay, reinterpretation
and fossilization that make up Mesopotamian civilization
belongs, as the previous discussion has suggested, to a type that
can hardly be dealt with in terms of a survey or a structural
evaluation—if one desires to avoid generalizations. As a typical
representative of a traditional and non-historical, i.e., non-
revealed, religion, Mesopotamian religion presents itself as a
complex, multilayered accumulation. Local developments
under political pressure, stunted growth, and mutations of
uncertain origin at any given moment in time yield what may
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be considered a clastic conglomerate, to use a geological term.
In a diachronic view, such formations are of undreamt of,
protean complexity, defying analysis and even identification of
their components. Extant religions-of comparable structure are
very rare; most of them have disappeared under the impact of
the historical religions. One might possibly compare the poly-
morphic complexities of Hinduism, and, from the past, Egyptian
religion which, with regard to period, endurance, and the nature
of the evidence, could well serve as a standard if it were better
known. One purely technical feature, writing material, makes
it nearly impossible to compare seriously these two religions of
the first great Near Eastern civilizations. In Mesopotamia we
have an abundance of texts from many periods and regions, all
written on practically imperishable clay, but from Egypt nearly
all the evidence on papyrus and leather has been wiped out,
compelling the Egyptologist to rely predominantly on inscrip-
tions on stone connected with the mortuary cult.

One principle might be singled out as a possible help in
approaching Mesopotamian religious life and practice. This is
its social stratification, which is more or less in evidence in the
texts of all periods and regions. If one separates the royal religion
from that of the common man, and both from that of the priest,
one could possibly obtain something approaching an unob-
structed vista. A large part of what we assume to be Mesopo-
tamian religion has meaning only in relation to royal person-
ages—and for this reason distorts our concepts. The religion of
the priest was centered primarily on the image and temple; it
was concerned with the service the image required—not only in
sacrifices but also in hymns of praise—and with the apotropaic
functions of these images for the community. In a later section
of this chapter we shall discuss in detail how the practices that
originally concerned only the king influenced successively the
court and even, presumably, the common man in a process of
diffusion that is well known to the student of the sociology of
religion. The common man, lastly, remains an unknown, the
most important unknown element in Mesopotamian religion.
We have already pointed out that religion’s claims on the
private individual were extremely limited in Mesopotamia;
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prayers, fasts, mortification, and taboos were apparently
imposed only on the king.

A similar situation prevails with respect to divine com-
munications. The king could receive divine messages of certain
types, but it was not considered acceptable for a private person
to approach the deity through dreams and visions. Such prac-
tices on the part of private persons are recorded in our sources,
but only quite rarely, mostly from outside the Babylonian area
(from Mari) and, later, from Assyria—possibly under Western
influence. In both regions, certain types of priests make oracular
utterances, a practice which is never arttested for the Meso-
potamian heartland. As already indicated, it can be asserted
that communal religious experiences such as participation in
cyclical festivals and mourning ceremonies, enacted in Mesopo-
tamia always through the intermediary of the sancruary,
represent the only admitted avenue of communication with the
deity. Manifestations of religious feelings, as far as the common
man is concerned, were ceremonial and formalized rather than
intense and personal. '

This brings us to the conceptual difficulties of understanding
a polytheistic religion as far removed in time and background
as that of Mesopotamia. It may be stressed that neither the
number of deities worshiped nor the absence or presence of
definite (and carefully worded) answers to the eternal and
unanswerable questions of man separate decisively a poly-
theistic from a monotheistic religion. Rather, it seems to be the
criterion of a plurality of intellectual and spiritual dimensions
that sets off most of the higher polytheistic religions from the
narrowness, the one-dimensional pressure of revealed religions.
Instead of the symbol of the path and the gate, which may be
taken to be the “kenning” of monotheism, a primeval, inevit-
able, and unchanging design or order (dharma, rta, Simtu)
organizes the multifaceted structures of polytheistic religions.
They are characterized by the absence of any centrality and by a
deep-seated tolerance to shifting stresses, making possible the
adaprability that such religions need to achieve their millen-
nial lifespan. It is open to serious doubt whether we will ever be
able to cross the gap caused by the difference in “dimensions.”
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This conceptual barrier, in fact, is more serious an impediment
than the reason usually given, the lack of data and specific
information. Even if more material were preserved, and that in
an ideal distribution in content, period, and locale, no real
insight would be forthcoming—only more problems. Western
man seems to be both unable and, ultimately, unwilling to
understand such religions except from the distorting angle of
antiquarian interest and apologetic pretenses. For nearly a
century he has tried to fathom these alien dimensions with the
yardsticks of animistic theories, nature worship, stellar mythol-
ogies, vegetation cycles, pre-logical thought, and kindred pana-
ceas, to conjure them by means of the abracadabra of mana,
taboo, and orenda. And the results have been, at best, lifeless
and bookish syntheses and smoothly written systematizations
decked out in a mass of all-too-ingenious comparisons and
parallels obtained by zigzagging over the globe and through the
known history of man.

The Care and Feeding of the Gods

It is typical of the Assyriologist’s culture-conditioned approach
to Mesopotamian religion that the role and the function of the
divine image in that civilization have never been considered
important enough to merit a systematic scholarly investigation.
Only as far as the few known statues of gods or goddesses and
other representations of the deity have been the concern of the
Mesopotamian archeologist or the historian of art have they
received a modicum of the attention they deserve.?® This neglect
offers us a characteristic instance of the influence of subconscious
associations on the selection of research topics. The aversion to
accepting images as genuine and adequate realizations of the
divine presence, manifested in a traditional human form (“the
Sun in human limb array’d”) has played an important role in
the religious development of the Western world. The roots of
the attitude of rejection stem not only from the Judeo-Christian
heritage but existed, earlier and independently, in Greek
thought.8 In fact, pro- and anti-iconic tendencies have often been
instrumental in shaping trends and releasing events in the
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history of our culture. And they are far from dead now. They still
linger in the scholar’s ambivalent attitude toward “idols” and
taint his approach to all alien religions. This influence manifests
itself, mainly, by subtly shifting emphasis from less acceptable
manifestations of a foreign religiosity to those which we can
more readily comprehend, or, at least, consider more acceptable
in Western terms.

An additional impediment has contributed toward the
neglect of the problems dealing with the role of images in
Mesopotamian religion. They neither appeal to our esthetic
prejudices nor do they provoke special curiosity due to any
fantastic and irrational shapes or because of the number and
size of their preserved remnants.

The role of the image was central in the cult as well as in
private worship, as the wide distribution of cheap replicas of
such images shows.

Fundamentally, the deity was considered present in its image
if it showed certain specific features and paraphernalia and was
cared for in the appropriate mannér, both established and
sanctified by the tradition of the sanctuary. The god moved
with the image when the latter was carried off—expressing thus
his anger against his city or the entire country. Only on the
mythological level were the deities thought to reside in cosmic
localities; the poetic diction of hymns and prayers either cleverly
uses (for artistic purposes) or disregards this differentiation,
which only matters to us.

What we know about these images from fragments, repre-
sentations, and clay replicas is supplemented by literary evi-
dence. We learn that most images were made of precious wood
and where not covered with garments were plated with gold;
that they had the characteristic staring eyes made of precious
stones inset in a naturalistic way and were clad in sumptuous
garments of characteristic style, crowned with tiaras and
adorned with pectorals. The garments were changed in special
ceremonies according to ritual requirements. Images always
had human shape and proportions; exceptions occur, but only
rarely and only for minor (the bull-shaped son of Sama$) and
peripheral figures of the pantheon (snake god), or for special
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reasons (Janus head, bull ears). On the other hand, monstrous
combinations of human and animal shapes did command
worship from the second millennium ».c. in certain regions
of Mesopotamia—that is, they were admitted as adequate
representations of numinous experiences. On Assyrian seals and
reliefs that show the king and the god A%¥ur we often find both
represented in identical attire and pose; this and the subscript
of the bronze reliefs mounted on the gate of the New Year’s
Chapel in Assur, “the figure of A¥fur going to battle against
Tiamat is that of Sennacherib,” seem to suggest that the image
of the national god could reflect that of his priest, the king,
rather than represent the heroic ideal. Other images portray
the dignity of old age or the attractiveness or grace and majesty
of femininity. The identity of the image, which alone guaranteed
its functioning as adequate manifestation of the deity, seems to
have been established less by means of facial expression than by
the details of paraphernalia and divine attire. Nabonidus’
attempt to change the tiara of the Sun god ran into strong
opposition not only on the part of the priests of the sanctuary
but also of the assembly of the citizens of Sippar.® Only Assyrian
kings state that they had images made according to their own
ideas, that is, in a novel way. They repeatedly make such state-
ments, and often the images mentioned are those of important
deities.

There are two distinct levels on which the image played a
role within the cult life of the sanctuary: it served as the focal
point for sacrificial activities, and it was carried in the internal
and outdoor ceremonies that related the city to the deity. We
shall discuss these functions presently.

The fact that the image was man-made constitutes a problem.
To one’s mind readily come the tirades of Old Testament
prophets, pouring the acid of their derision on the idol and its
maker. There were two arguments: first, that the human form
carefully given to the image—no other but human representa-
tions seemn referred to here—does not enable it to move, act,
see, or hear as a god should; second, that the manufacturer of
such an object foolishly worships what he himself has just
fashioned. We know from Mesopotamian and Egyptian sources
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that images were fashioned and repaired in special workshops
in the temple; they had to undergo an elaborate and highly
secret ritual of consecration to transform the lifeless matter into
a recepracle of the divine presence. During these nocturnal
ceremonies they were endowed with “life,” their eyes and
mouths were “opened” so that the images could see and eat,
and they were subject to the “washing of the mouth,” a ritual
thought to impart special sanctity. Similar practices were
common in Egypt, where the image of the deity was invested
with traditional capacities by means of magic acts and
formulas.’o All the same, the manufacture of images of the
gods seems to create a certain malaise in all the religions in
which they have a cultic or sacred function, as is indicated by
the frequent legends and pious tales that stress a miraculous
origin for the more famous of these representations.

As for the relationship of the image to the sanctuary in which
it resided on its pedestal in the cella, it paralleled in all essential
aspects that of the king in relation to his palace and, ultimately,
to his city. The god lived in the sanctuary with his family and
was served in courtly fashion by his officials, who relied on
craftsmen and workers to provide them with the material
setting needed to fulfil their functions in a way that befitted the
status of the god and his city. In its cella, the image received the
visits of lesser gods and the prayers of supplicants, alchough it
remains a moot question to what degree and under what cir-
cumstances it was accessible, if at all, to the common man.
We even know of Assyrian kings who came as conquerors and
were allowed to worship the image only from outside the
sanctuary in which it was enthroned. This practice may have
differed according to regional traditions and the status of the
deity. The image was lifted above the level of human activities
by means of a pedestal, encased in the recessed niche of the
cella, and shielded from the outside world by one or more
antecellas, but still visible from the courtyard through several
co-axially arranged doorways and within the frame of the
monumental gates. In such cases, the common man was
probably not permitted to enter the sanctuary; wherever
architectural presentation prevents such a vista, we are at a
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loss to know whether the worshipers were admitted to or
excluded from the sanctuary.

Like the king, the image could be seen when it was carried in
solemn procession through the spacious yards of the temple
compound or through certain streets of the city. In this charac-
teristic way the cultic relationship between the city and its
god was formalized, manifesting itself at cyclical festivals when
the pageantry of the temple was displayed for the citizenry,
such as at the New Year’s festival, which seems to have been
connected with a collective outing of the city and its god to an
out-of-town sanctuary, and at the god’s own festival (isinni ili),
which was held in a mood of communal jubilation.

The relationship of the temple to the city is expressed in the
concern for the social, economic, and legal spheres of life,
shown by the role of the temple with regard to oath and
ordeals as a means of establishing the truth in legal contro-
versies or of insuring the validity of agreements, as well as in the
endeavors to maintain the standards of weights and to control
the rate of interest.?oa All this tends to disappear after the Old
Babylonian period in the continuous and progressive isolation
of the temple as an institution in Mesopotamia. We have already
pointed out the shrinking of the economic strength—and hence
political importance—of the temple that followed the rise of the
palace organization headed by the king. The fame, glamor, and
size of the late temples of Mesopotamia—especially those of
Babylon and Uruk—must not make us overlook this state of
affairs.

The social and economic structure of the temple as one of the
two “‘great organizations” in Mesopotamia has already been
discussed. The best products of the agricultural holdings, fields,
and gardens, and of the immense herds of cattle, sheep, and
goats, were sent to the temple, to be used in three different ways:
as food served to the image as required by the daily ceremonial
of the sanctuary, as income or rations for the administrators and
workers who supervised and prepared the food for the god’s
table, and, third, to be either stored for future use or converted
into export goods and exchanged for raw materials the organiza-
tion was in need of. We intend to concentrate here on the first
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use, which presents itself as the very raison d’étre of the entire
institution.

According to an explicit and detailed text of the Seleucid
period, the images in the temple of Uruk were served two meals
per day.” The first and principal meal was brought in the
morning when the temple opened, and the other was served at
night, apparently immediately before the closing of the doors of
the sanctuary. There is only one reference to a noonday meal.
Each repast consisted of two courses, called “main” and
“second.” They seem to have been differentiated by the quan-
tities served rather than by their contents. The ceremonial
and the nature and number of the dishes offered at the divine
repast show the same human dimensions that characterized
Mesopotamian images. We do not find here the Gargantuan
quantities of Egyptian sacrificial repasts, which should not be
compared to the Mesopotamian, since their function was to
provide food on certain occasions for the entire staff of the
sanctuary and sometimes even for the city. Nor can we discover
any parallels to Old Testament sacrificial practices, except for
the institution of the tamid, which seems to be late and possibly
related to Mesopotamian practices.’? The Mesopotamian image
was served its meals in a style and manner befitting a king. We
have every right to assume that the ceremonial of these meals
reveals to us the practices of the Babylonian court, which other-
wise remain completely unknown to us. Another important
feature of these meals is revealed by an Uruk text, as we shall
see presently.

From the several extant descriptions of divine repasts, the
following sequence can be reconstructed. First, a table was
brought in and placed before cthe image, then water for washing
was offered in a bowl. A number of liquid and semiliquid dishes
in appropriate serving vessels were placed on the table in a
prescribed arrangement, and containers with beverages were
likewise set out. Next, specific cuts of meat were served as a
main dish. Finally, fruit was brought in in what one of the texts
takes the trouble to describe as a beautiful arrangement, thus
adding an esthetic touch comparable to the Egyptian use of
flowers on such occasions. Musicians performed, and the cella



oi.uchicago.edu

THE CARE AND FEEDING OF THE GODS 189

was fumigated. Fumigation is not to be considered a religious
act but rather a table custom to dispel the odor of food. Even-
tually, the table was cleared and removed and water in a bowl
again offered to the image for the cleansing of the fingers.

Having been presented to the image, the dishes from the

od’s meal were sent to the king for his consumption. Clearly,
the food offered to the deity was considered blessed by contact
with the divine and capable of transferring that blessing to the
person who was to eat it. This person was always the king. One
exception, on a tablet from Uruk, mentions that the crown
prince—this was Belshazzar—enjoyed the royal privilege.13
The importance of the royal right to eat the food from Marduk’s
table is illustrated by Sargon II's remark, “the citizens of Babylon
[and] Borsippa, the temple personnel, the scholars, [and] the
administrators of the country who [formerly] looked upon him
[Merodach-Baladan] as their master now brought the leftovers
of Bel [and] Sarpanitu [of Babylon and] Nabu [and] Ta¥metu
[of Borsippa] to me at Dur-Ladinni and asked me to enter
Babylon.” Other Assyrian kings, too, prided themselves on
having received the “leftovers” from the sacrificial meal in
recognition of their royal status.'4 The custom of sprinkling the
water from the bowl “touched” by the image’s fingers upon the
king and the priests present at certain of these repasts bespeaks
the same concept: the water is blessed, and its blessing can be

conferred. It remains uncertain whether the practice of sending
the food to the king involved all the dishes or only certain ones,
and whether it was repeated every day or only on special
occasions. Perhaps the top officials of the sanctuary enjoyed the
same privilege.

The large amounts of food, beer, bread, and sweets, and the
great number of animals brought in every day from the pas-
tures to be slaughtered, were destined for distribution among the
personnel of the sanctuary. A complicated cultic terminology
was used to characterize the nature, destination, and other
characteristics of the incoming deliveries. What was not ear-
marked for the table of the main deity, his consort, children,
and servant gods was distributed, again in a traditionally fixed
ratio, to administrators and craftsmen.
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We know of this from two substantial groups of legal texts
from the Old Babylonian and the Neo-Babylonian periods.!s
Essential differences exist between these groups of texts. The
practice of insuring adequate and timely delivery for the sacri-
ficial needs of the sanctuary by means of assigning pertinent
responsibilities to specific collegia of administrators, priests, and
craftsmen seems to be as old as our documentation about the
functioning of the organization. The services of these bodies
were remunerated in various ways which show a certain
development worthy of note, although the evidence is meager
and may be misleading. Originally—so my proposed recon-
struction assumes—fields were set aside for the support of the
collegium (shared by its members in a ratio unknown to us);
later, there seems to have evolved the practice of distributing
shares of the incoming staples, foods, and animals to those
responsible for their quantity, quality, and delivery. In either
way, such officials changed from functionaries of the sanctuaries
into groups who held, collectively in private ownership, either
real estate or income from the sanctuary in return for the
obligation to make deliveries at certain times.!s= The practice of
holding fields to insure these deliveries disappeared as early as
the Old Babylonian period, while the distribution of income
derived from the temple became a permanent and essential
feature of the entire organization. The collective nature of the
group organization made it necessary to divide the annual
income among the members according to months, days, and
even fractions of days. The rationale of the distribution among
the group is unknown in the early period but may have
been established originally by the casting of lots. At any rate,
each member held his share in private ownership and was
entitled to sell it, to give it as a dowry, or to leave it to his heirs.
Such prebends were lucrative, and obviously their holders had
every interest in keeping the sanctuary functioning according to
the old rites, which insured them perpetual income.

As for the bill of fare, the following observations hint at
certain essential religious concepts and also illustrate secular
customs rarely mentioned in literary texts. Special blessings
were to be pronounced when barley was ground for the sacri-
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ficial bread, when the baker was kneading the dough and taking
the loaves from the oven, and when animals were slaughtered.
There were restrictions on the kind of food to be offered to
various deities, such as the prohibition against offering birds to
chthonian goddesses. Such prohibitions give us a glimpse into
the mythological background of divine figures, of which we
know little or nothing. Wine, which was imported, was used for
offerings, as was done in secular life by the king and his court,
and the practice of serving milk (in alabaster containers) only at
the morning meal probably reflects general custom.

There is no trace in Mesopotamia of that communio between
the deity and its worshipers that finds expression in the several
forms of commensality observed in the sacrificial practices of
circum-Mediterranean civilizations, as shown by the Old Testa-
ment in certain early instances and observed in Hittite and
Greek customs. The Mesopotamian deity remained aloof—yet
its partaking of the ceremonial repast gave religious sanction,
political status, and economic stability to the entire temple
organism, which circulated products from fields and pastures
across the sacrificial table to those who were either, so to speak,
shareholders of the institution or received rations from it.” At
any rate, the image is the heart and the hub of the entire
system. His attendant worshipers lived from the god’s table,
but they did not sit down with him.

Looking at the sacrifice from the religious point of view, we
find coming into focus another critical point in that circulatory
system, the consumption of the sacrificial repast by the deity,
the transubstantiation of the physical offerings into that source
of strength and power the deity was thought to need for effective
functioning. Exactly as, in the existence of the image, the critical
point was its physical manufacture, so was the act of consump-
tion of food in the sacrificial repast. It represents the central
mysterium that provided the effective ratio essendi for the cule
practice of the daily meals and all that it entailed in economic,
social, and political respects.

Several distinct ceremonial patterns externalized the nature
of the transcendental concepts that underlay the feeding of the
Mesopotamian gods. Food was placed in front of the image,
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which was apparently assumed to consume it by merely looking
at it, and beverages were poured out before it for the same
purpose. A variant of this pattern consisted of presenting the
offered food with a solemn ritual gesture, passing it in a swinging
motion before the staring eyes of the image. Both methods
are also known from Egyptian religious texts and from the
Old Testament.*¢ But this should not make us overlook the
deep-seated differences between the West—represented best
by the Old Testament—and Mesopotamia with regard to the
concept of the sacrifice. The Old Testament concept is best
expressed by the burning of the offered food, a practice which
had the purpose of transforming it from one dimension—that
of physical existence—into another, in which the food became
assimilable by the deity through its scent.? Another difference
that separates the sacrificial rituals in the two cultures is the
“blood consciousness™ of the West, its awareness of the magic
power of blood, which is not paralleled in Mesopotamia.r8

A peculiar ritual pattern was evolved in Mesopotamia to
underline the mysterious nature of the assimilation of the food
by the image. The table on which the food was placed as well as
the image itself were surrounded by linen curtains set up for
that period when the god was supposed to be eating what was
offered to him. After the meal was done, the curtains were
removed; they were drawn again when the god was to wash his
fingers—every contact between the world of physical reality
and the world of the god was hidden from human eyes. To
analyze this strange practice, which is quite often mentioned in
our texts, one must differentiate between form and function.
The form is clearly understandable: the curtain that hid the
eater from the onlooker reflected a custom at court, as is well
attested for the Persian court. Although there is no direct
evidence that the Babylonian king ate behind curtains, that it
was a feature of rirual suggests that the ceremony had its origin
in Babylonia; that this practice was adopted by the Achaemen-
id court indicates that it could well have been a Babylonian
court custom taken over as such. Its function as a court custom
was to ward off evil magic that might possibly be wrought
upon the king while he was eating and drinking. The transfer
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from court to cult ritual changed the function of the curtains:
rather than to ward off the evil eye, they were to hide the deity
as he was partaking of the repast in a way which was not to be

seen even by the priest.’8a
In other respects, the image lived the life of a king. One Uruk

ritual describes in detail the ceremonial enacted on the morning
of the eighth day of the New Year’s festival.!9 Early in the
morning the image of the servant god Papsukkal descends into
the courtyard and takes up a position in front of the image of
Anu; then, in groups according to rank, other images come
from their cellas and take up their correct positions. A bowl of
water is offered to Anu and his spouse for their morning toilette,
and meat is served on a golden platter, first to Anu, then to the
other images standing in the courtyard. Afterward, Papsukkal
leads Anu ceremoniously to further activities. These salutationes

matutinae reappear in the court ceremonials of Byzantium and

Europe (the lever du roi) and hence must likewise have been

practiced at the Babylonian court.2

There took place within the temple compound other cultic
events—nocturnal ceremonies and marriage festivals in which
the deity met his spouse. Other cultic occasions brought the
images beyond the close into the processional road. From a
Neo-Assyrian letter we learn that the image of Nabu went
into the game park to hunt, which demonstrates charmingly
how the life of the image in Assyria was patterned after that
of the king.

Clearly, the preceding remarks cannot claim to characterize
the cultic activities pertaining to all the temples of Mesopo-
tamia. We have every reason to assume important differences
in the scope, the nature, and the scale of these activities in each
sanctuary. We know, from Sippar of the Neo-Babylonian pericd,
that the horses of the sun god were attached to his chariot with
a gold-studded harness, that they drank water from buckets
made of precious metal, and that grass was cut for them with
golden sickles.2r And we know that prostitutes were permitted
t0 live near the temple of I§tar in Uruk. These are only two
indications of the varying practices in evidence in these temples.
To characterize this variety, and to counteract the impression of
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uniformity, we terminate this section with a succinct and
typologically oriented characterization of the pantheon.

Several circumstances contributed toward the complexity and
size of the Mesopotamian pantheon. Apart from the basic
dichotomy between Sumerian and Akkadian gods—not to
speak of the composite substratum from which both the
Sumerians and Akkadians borrowed to an undetermined
extent—we have to deal with a millennial development which
has given us layers upon layers of divine names. Although
fusions created a number of hybrid figures, the names of the
constituent deities were nevertheless preserved, yielding a
plethora of local and minor deities despite the obvious identity
or duplication of many of the names. A large number of them
were preserved only in learned and theological texts such as
lists of gods of two to three thousand names, and others were
restricted to the countless personal names in and around
Mesopotamia that contain the name of a deity.22 The ever-
changing preferences in personal names of this type mirror the
fluctuations of the popularity of the individual deities, expose the
gap between official and popular religion, and—if carefully
studied—might help us to analyze the social texture of a given
society and environment.

It is extremely difficult to penetrate to the individuality of
the divine figures. The Sumerian custom of speaking of the
deity as the lord or lady of the city rather than of mentioning it
by name (only rarely was such an individualization of the city’s
patron and ruler admitted) presents a serious obstacle. The
formalization of the god-man attitude and the narrow range
of the hymnical terminology, which favored an extensive
interchange of epithets among deities, blurs still more the
individuality of all but the most outstanding and characteristic
divine figures.23 Seen typologically, they can be classified easily,
though superficially, as old and young gods and astral deities,
with a few unique and outstanding figures who remain unclassifi-
able. Old gods were such once-powerful deities as Anu the
Sumerian sky god, and a Sumerianized substrate god Enlil (fllil),
both of whom seem to have become more and more removed
from the world of man and more misanthropicin character in the
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course of history. Both have a chthonian past, as is evident from
Anu’srelation to the world of demons and that of Enlil’s temple,
“Mountain House,” in Nippur to the nether world. Only a few
of their individual traits remain—Anu’s relation to I§tar and to
Uruk, Enlil’s to the heroic Ninurta, and his position as the ruler
of the gods. Even Marduk is to be classified among the old gods,
because his original position as a young god, heroic and dynamic,
although emphasized in late mythological texts, was replaced
-in the course of time (second half of the second millennium) by
that of supreme god, because of the dominance of his city,
Babylon. Ninurta, as Enlil’s son, was a typical young god, without
a city bur appearing as a central figure in a cycle of myths that
extol his prowess. Nabu, although said to be a son of Marduk, did
not follow the same pattern. Only in the first millennium did he
become the god of Borsippa, sister settlement of Babylon, and
(replacing Nisaba) the patron deity of scribes. His popularity
increased in the late period, but we cannot explain why this was
so. Among the old gods of the pantheon, Ea (corresponding to
Sumerian En.ki) occupied a special position. Originally the
local deity of the southernmost city, Eridu, he shared, according
to later speculation, the rule of the cosmos with Anu and Enlil
inasmuch as his realm was the waters surrounding the world and
those below it. Apart from having been the patron god of
exorcists, Ea was a master craftsman, patron of all the arts and
crafts, and endowed with a wisdom and cunning that myths and
stories do not tire of extolling. He must have been thought of in
certain respects as a “culture hero” until the late period, since an
Ea figure seems to have been the prototype of the culture hero
Oannes mentioned by Berossos.+

The foremost astral deities were, of course, Sama§ (Sumerian
Utu) and Sin (originally Su’en, Sumerian Nanna), the sun god
and the moon god. Each had two major centers in Mesopo-
tamia, Sama¥ in Larsa and in Sippar, where his temples were
called “White House,” and Sin in Ur and in far-off Harran.
Both maintained their popularity throughout the entire history
of Mesopotamian civilization, although $ama¥ had a unique
position. Not only was he the sun god but the judge of heaven
and earth, and in this capacity he was concerned with the
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protection of the poor and the wronged and gave oracles in-
tended to guide and protect mankind. He is not involved in
crude mythological situations; even in myths he acts as judge
and arbiter.

The figure of the storm god, Adad, stands apart. He had no
center of his own in the alluvial plains but was worshiped under
many, mostly foreign, names from Assyria westward to the
Mediterranean and in the adjacent regions to the north and the
south by Semites, Hittites, and Hurrians alike. For unknown
reasons, Adad in later periods became linked to Sama¥ in the
role of the oracle-giver.2+2

A3%ur, as the city god of the capital of Assyria of the same
name, was unique in many respects among the parochial gods
of Mesopotamia. When his city rose to become the foremost
political power in the ancient Near East, theologians provided
him with all the trappings of the lord of the universe, creator
and organizer of the cosmos, and father of the gods. A¥ur’s
extraordinary relation to his priest, the king of Assyria, and the
unique position of the latter, which we have mentioned (see
p. 99), all point toward the composite nature of the back-
ground of this god. Quite in style for a deity of the region, A3¥ur
was associated with a mountain sacred to him, Mt. Epih.

Among the lesser gods, Nergal and Tammuz (Dumuzi)
should be mentioned as atypical. The former was not only the
city god of Cutha in central Babylonia, but also considered,
together with his spouse Eretkigal, “lady of the underworld,”
as the ruler of the realm of the dead and source of plague.
Tammuz represents a divine figure sui generis—a god whose
death and disappearance it was customary to mourn in solemn
lamentations in certain strata of the early Mesopotamian popula-
tion. His fate is the topic of an important body of Sumerian
religious texts, and it remains a moot though often discussed
point in what respect he should or can be related to certain
divinities of later Semitic religions.?s

The goddesses of the pantheon are either mother goddesses,
such as Baba and Mama, or divine consorts without specific
characterization, such as Sarpanitu and Ta¥meru (probably
foreign and Akkadianized), or among the figures associated



oi.uchicago.edu

THE CARE AND FEEDING OF THE GODS 197

with death and the nether world, like Ere3kigal, its queen, or
Gula, known as the Grear Lady Physician, but originally—as
her animal, the dog, indicates—a goddess of death. I§tar (Sumer-
ianized substratum-name Innin and related designations) alone
stands out, because of the dichotomy of her nature, associated
with the planet Venus (as morning and evening star) and with
divine qualities extremely difficult to characterize. This complex
embraces the functions of I3tar as a bartle-loving, armed
goddess, who gives victory to the king she loves, at the same time
it links her as driving force, protectress, and personification of
sexual power in all its aspects. In all these roles she appears in
Mesopotamian myths as well as in corresponding texts from the
west, from Anatolia to Egypt, under similar or foreign names.
In Mesopotamia her city was Uruk, where first she is reported as
daughter, later as spouse, of Anu.

Remarkably little foreign influence can be detected in the
Mesopotamian pantheon. There are occasional references to
gods brought in by conquerors, such as Dagan, Amurru, Suma-
liya, Suria3, and “Aramean I§tar,” and a number of instances
are known of foreign deities referred to under Sumerian and
Akkadian names, just as Mesopotamian deities appear in peri-
pheral and adjacent regions under foreign names (TeSup,
Sauika).

One should draw attention, if only in passing, to those non-
anthropomorphic objects of worship in which the presence of a
specific deity was recognized. These are the symbols that com-
manded worship and sacrifice, substituting under certain cir-
cumstances for the traditional image or accompanying it. These
symbols represent either cosmic phenomena, such as the sun
disk, the crescent, and the eight-pointed star of Btar, or are
ceremonial weapons of specific shapes, such as lion-headed clubs
and ram-headed staffs, or implements of daily life, such as the
spade of Marduk, the stylus of Nabu, the plow, the lamp.
Accompanying animals become such symbols: the dog of Gula,
and the composite monsters mushussu (lion-snake-eagle) and
suburma¥i (goat-fish), representing respectively Marduk and Ea.
The bull standing for Adad belongs to a different religious level.
Among the symbols is a small group of unidentified objects
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whose exact function and relationship to the images remain
to be investigated.z6

Mesopotamian “‘Psychology”

The relationship of the individual to the deity represents a
crucial area of inquiry for any investigation of religious concepts.
We have already seen (p. 75) that this relationship in Meso-
potamia is conceived of, on a social level, as that between master
and slave, or parent and child, although the latter is referred to
rarely and only in certain contexts. The deity is sometimes felt
to be the leader, patron, or protector of groups, be these
families or professional and religious associations—but this
again is rare and restricted to certain periods and situations.

To an overwhelming extent, the personal names from
Mesopotamia, Sumerian and Akkadian alike, are theophorous,
i.e., they relate the child or his parents to a specific deity, mostly
in expressions of thanks and praise. Normally the name of a
god forms part of a masculine name, the name of a goddess
part of a feminine name. Because the deity named is not neces-
sarily the same to appear in the names of the parents or the
siblings of the child, we are nor able to establish what con-
sideration—pious or whatever—determined the selection. We
remain equally in the dark with respect to the reason why, in
the inscriptions on personal seals that date from the Old and
Middle Babylonian periods giving the name and the parentage
of the owner and his profession, he is, in addition, characterized
as the servant (slave or slave girl) of a specific deity although
not necessarily the one whose name he bears. Here, too,
we do not know the basis of the association berween the deity
and the man or its consequences, cultic or otherwise. Clearly,
reference is made here to an essential aspect of the god-man
relationship so self-evident, so much taken for granted, that we
can hardly hope to find any explanation to it in our text
material.

Since the avenues of approach pointed out so far either fail to
yield clear insight or cannot offer us sufficient material to
elucidate the relationship between man and deity, I would
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like to present a new approach based on a study of the
phraseology of prayer literature.

When one searches through the prayers to establish the
topical range of the entreaties addressed to the deity, one
discovers a substantial ser of requests, each alluding to a specific
and very personal experience. This experience is characterized
by a feeling of strength and security that is taken to result from
the immediate presence of a supernatural power. The experience
is consistently described in terms of a pious and god-fearing
individual surrounded and protected by one or more super-
natural beings charged with that specific function. Thus, when
feeling at his best, in full vigor, enjoying economic prosperity
and spiritual peace, a man ascribes this enviable state of body
and mind to the presence of supernatural powers that cither fill
his body or guard him. Conversely, a man readily blames his
misfortunes, illnesses, and failures on the absence of such
protection. Prayers and similar texts are filled with passages in
which the sufferer demands from the great gods the assurance
that these daimons will be near him, take care of him, and pro-
tect him from his enemies—men, sorcerers, and demons alike—
to guarantee him physical well-being, success, and luck in all
his dealings.

The prayers refer to these powers in mythological terms, i.e.,
they distinguish them by name, and assign specific functions to
each. Thus, when only one such power is referred to, it is called
ilu (god), but at times it is called lamassu, for which one may
use—as a kenning rather than as a translation—the term angel.
Ilu is masculine, lamassu is feminine. Both appear frequently
with companion spirits, ilu with iStaru (goddess), lamassu with
Seédu, who is masculine. At times, all four spirits are said to, or
are requested to, protect their ward.

All this can readily be characterized as the expression of a
psychological experience in mythological terms. To the student
of comparative religion or the cultural anthropologist, the
several “protective spirits” (to use the term customary in
Assyriological literature) represent but another example of the
widespread concept of multiple and external souls. The four
protective “spirits” in Mesopotamia are individualized and
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mythologized carriers of certain specific psychological aspects of
one basic phenomenon, the realization of the self, the personal-
ity, as it relates the ego to the ouside world and, at the same
time, separates one from the other. In order to establish the
specific functions and basic meanings of the “souls” called ilu,
iStaru, lamassu, and $édu, it is necessary to discuss that termino-
logy. These terms, seen philologically, are difficult to define,
being fraught with connotations that bespeak their semantic
instability and involved prehistory. The main purpose of this
necessarily cursory discussion of the designations of the souls is
to bring home to the reader the complex nature of the concepr.262

Two characteristics unite all four designations: they all have
luck as an important shade of their range of meanings, and they
all have some relationship to the world of the demons and the
dead. To experience a lucky stroke, to escape a danger, to have
an easy and complete success, is expressed in Akkadian by saying
that such a person has a “spirit,” i.e., an ilu, iStaru, lamassu, or
sédu. Most frequently mentioned in such assertions is ilu; one
who has an ilu is what the Greeks term eudaimon (happy,
lit. “having a good daimon™) and is called iland, literally, “one
who has an ilu,” i.e., one who is lucky. It is more difficult to
establish to what aspect of the experience of the ego the term
lamassu refers. We know of several occurrences of that word in
which it clearly refers to a likeness, a statue, and this may be
taken as an indication that lamassu personifies in the guise of an
external manifestation those essential aspects of individuality
which comprise an assemblage of distinct and specific corporeal
features. Through them the carrier of such features becomes an
individual. In this function lamassu may be compared to the
Greek eidolon (the term refers to a statue as well as to an appari-
tion carrying the likeness of an individual) or to the term
angelos in the specific sense in which that word is found in the
New Testament (Acts 12:15). There, the “angel” of Petrus
appears looking and speaking like him. The use of lamassu in
Old Babylonian feminine personal names actually suggests the
meaning “angel.” The concept of an external soul manifested
in the likeness of the individual reminds one of the Egyptian
concept of the ka. In the present context, this comparison should
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be taken solely as an indication that the concept of multiple and
external souls was also known in the ancient Near East outside
Mesopotamia just as we have certain parallels to it in classical
civilizations. These civilizations formulate the same experience
differently, stressing certain aspects and functions and adding
diverse elaborations which shift emphasis decisively. Neverthe-
less, such comparisons, bound as they are to be inexact, do
contribute toward a better understanding of these old and
tenacious creations of a doctrine of the soul—a non-Western
“psychology.”

The protective spirit called $édu is linked as a male counter-
part to lamassu. The term $édu recurs in the Old Testament
where it is used to refer to idols, while the Septuagint, interest-
ingly enough, renders it by daimon. In Akkadian, too, $édu is
connected with the spirits of the dead. A demonic background is
also evident for the soul manifestations ilu and lamassu, the latter
being possibly related to the dangerous female demon Lamastu.
The function of $édu may well have been to represent the
vitality of the individual, his sexual potency. This is suggested
by the fact that the Akkadian word bastu, which clearly has this
specific meaning, at times replaces the designation $édu. The
Sumerian correspondence alad of the Akkadian $édu corro-
borates such an interpretation: the term alad seems to be
derived from the Semitic root meaning “to procreate” and thus
invites comparison with the Latin term of similar etymological
background which designates an external soul manifestation of
comparable function: genius.2?

It is much more difficult to determine the nature and function
of the manifestation called istaru, “goddess,” corresponding to
ilu, “god.” I propose to take as a starting point for the short
excursus needed to obtain some insight into istaru the term
Simtu which one finds at times, in contexts where one would
expect istaru in its meaning “protective goddess.” Although it
will lead us from our path, the investigation of the crucial and in-
teresting $imtu can eventually help tosuggest aninterpretation for
iStaru as the designation of an external manifestation of the soul.

Customarily, Simtu is translated by the Assyriologist as
“destiny” or “fate,” a translation that is inexact and misleading,
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since the two English words are endowed with connotations
alien to the Akkadian term.?8 Quite generally speaking, Simtu
denotes a disposition originating from an agency endowed with
power to act and to dispose, such as the deity, the king, or any
individual may do, acting under specific conditions and for
specific purposes. Such a disposition confers in a mysterious
way privileges, executive power, rights, and—when originating
from a deity—even qualities (attributes), upon other gods,
persons, and objects, deriving its effectiveness solely from the
power and the right of disposition inherent in the acting agency.
Thus the gods endow the king with strength, superior intelli-
gence, good health, and success; thus the king assigns income
and offerings to the sanctuaries, pastures to cities, and executive
power to the administrators of his realm; and thus the private
citizen disposes of his property to his sons and heirs. All this is
done by making a $imtu (Simta $dmu). In certain religious con-
texts, however, the establishing of the Simtu refers typically to.
the specific act through which each man is allotted—evidently
at birth, although this is nowhere stated explicitly—an individual
and definite share of fortune and misfortune. This share deter-
mines the entire direction and temper of his life. Consequently,
the length of his days and the nature and sequence of the events
that are allotted to the individual are thought of as being
determined by an act of an unnamed power that has established
his $imtu. It is in the nature of the Simtu, the individual “share,”
that its realization is a necessity, not a possibility. A passage in
the inscriptions of the king A§urnasirpal II (883-859 B.c.) brings
this out. The king says, after a succinct enumeration of his
military achievements, “These are the 3imtu pronounced
[for me] by the great gods who made them come to realization
as my own $imtu.”’2> He speaks of his conquests and victories as
part of his congenital “share,” as much as is his entire life and,
ultimately, his death. Simtu thus unites in one term the two
dimensions of human existence: personality as an endowment
and death as a fulfilment, in a way which the translations “fate”
or “destiny” fail to render adequately. It may perhaps help to
turn to two Greek terms in order to better clucidate the Meso-
potamian Simtu concept. These terms are moira and physis, each
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covering in part an essential aspect of $imtu. Where Hesiod, for
example, says that the moira of Aphrodite is “love,” referring
thus to her divine function, power, and competence, we have the
Akkadian Epic of Creation speaking of the primordial times
“before the gods were given names and their respective Simtu
[i.e., functions and assigned duties] were established.” The
incident of Hermes explaining to Odysseus the physis of the plant
Moly—its particular nature and specific qualities—can be readily
compared to the action of the god Ninurta in a Sumerian literary
work, who establishes the $imtu (Sumerian nam) of all precious
stones by pronouncing upon each of them a sentence that
enumerates—and thereby confers upon it—its characteristic
qualities, the “attributes” determining its nature.?* The Simtu,
then, is the “nature” of these stones, and it is revealing that
Latin natura renders Greek physis. But Simtu means, moreover,
natural death as the consumption of one’s share of life and luck.
Fittingly enough, the announcer of death is called Namuar, the
Sumerian equivalent of $imtu (Namrtar, the “allotted nam”).
The final experience of man is here mythologized into the
demonic doorkeeper of the nether world. To die means to
encounter fate, one’s own $imtu. There are two parallels to this
interpretation of death: the pre-Islamic Manaya (“fate”) was
thought to be lying in wait for the encounter that spells death
for the individual, and Greek sources speak of the demon ker
who, invisible, follows everyone from birth to the moment of
death, when it manifests itself for the first and last time,
announcing, bringing, death.

We are dealing here with an existential contradiction. In
every organized religion of ancient Near Eastern extraction
there is posited a world order in which divine wisdom in fore-
sighted planning, guided by divine justice in meting out punish-
ment and rewards in terms of success or failure, determines the
nature of the happenings that the individual encounters. There
is no room here for the caprices of luck nor for the rigidity of
destiny, and moreover, no possibility of provoking or changing
events by magic means. In marked contrast, what we have said
so far about $imtu and what we are to point out presently
concerning kindred concepts, betrays the existencein the ancient
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Near East, of a strong undercurrent which bespeaks the per-
sistence of an age-old, pre-deistic, deterministic concept of life.
It is far from homogeneous—concepts of this kind and age
always show a variety of formulations—but it is tenacious,
although often adapted to their purposes by zealous priests
through superficial “theologizing.” Let us survey Mesopotamia
for such formulations. Here we have the $imtu referring to a
supernatural act assigning attributes and properties to human
beings, even to objects; and we also have the term isqu, which
means literally “lot” and must refer—although this is nowhere
explicitly stated—to the use of lots to determine fate. Just like
Simtu, isqu has a wide semantic range, extending from lot,
fortune, fate, to nature, quality, and even office (the Greek
kleros). Other texts, mostly literary, use the term usurtu (Sumer-
fan gi¥. hur), which means drawing or plan, design, appar-
ently referring to some kind of divinely predetermined—out-
lined, even “blueprinted”—course of events that determines all
happenings. Again, we lack all detailed information; the term is
used as if everyone were familiar with the underlying concept.
We have some, but not clear, evidence for still another type of
mythological determinism, from prayers and similar texts. A
pair of supernatural beings, demons of some kind, are said to
accompany man—quite different from the “protective spirits”
discussed earlier. Their telltale names reveal their functions:
one is called mukil rés damiqgti, or rabis damiqti, “he who offers
good things,” or “good demon”; the other is mukil rés lemutti or
rabis lemutti “he who offers misfortune,” or “evil demon.”
Like their Greek counterparts, which produce the eudaimonia
and kakodaimonia, they seem to have been in charge of the
successes and failures of life, although we know nothing more of
them than their names. Finally, one should point out that the
imagery of deterministic thought is not less varied in the Old
Testament; we have there several specific terms for “lot,”
“luck,” and “share” and also the topos concerning man’s portion
served to him in a cup (Psalms 11:6, 16:5). A similar reference
can be found in Greek literature—suffice it to mention here the
scales of Zeus and his mixing of the “good and bad things” from

the two jars (Iliad 24:527).
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In view of what has been propounded above, I suggest that it
was the function of the manifestation called istaru and, some-
times, $imtu, to be the mythological, personified representation
and the carrier of the $imtu of the individual that was to material-
ize in his “history” from his birth to his death. If this connection
between iStaru and Simtu seems too feeble or too far-fetched, the
proposed interpretation of itaru as “fate” (to resort to a simpli-
fication) can be demonstrated in a different bur equally
interesting way. .

From Sumerian and early Old Babylonian royal inscriptions
we know that the relationship between the individual and his
protective spirits corresponds to the relationship of the king to
certain deities of the pantheon (often to Itar) whom he con-
siders especially charged with his personal protection. It remains
a moot question whether we are to see in the formulation of the
royal texts a secondary development induced by the wish to
show the special position of the king or whether the later
formulation, that of the prayers, represents another example of
a transfer of religious concepts from the king to his subjects.
Without offering any argumentation that would go beyond the
aims of this section, I would like to state that the first possi-
bility seems to me, at this moment, to be the more likely one.
In the passages that refer to the king’s relationship to I3tar, the
goddess becomes the carrier, the fountainhead, of his power and
prestige. In that role, I¥tar is what the Greeks called the tyche
of the king and the Romans the fortuna imperatoris (or fortuna
regia). In Syriac, this Latin term is represented by gadda de
malkd, “the luck of the king,” an expression which provokes
comparison with itaru and $imtu.3* In Mesopotamia, the kings
speak of their relationship to I3tar, their fortuna (tyche, luck), in
terms of human relations outside familial obligations but
warranted to endure: Eannatum of Laga¥ is loved by Innin,
Sargon of Akkad by Iitar, and rthe Assyrian kings up to Esar-
haddon intimate—as does Hattusili Ill—that their rise to power
was due to I3tar’s personal intervention. In such instances, I3tar
is clearly the Aphrodite nikephoros, which again supports our
explanation that the external manifestation called istaru was
the carrier of the fimtu of the individual. Consequently, we may
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see in the ilu some kind of spiritual endowment which is
difficult to define but may well allude to the divine element in
man; in i$taru, his fate; in lamassu, his individual characreristics;
and in $édu, his élan vital. All four external manifestations are
intended to render the experience of the ego.

There is one final point to be made. The supernatural radiance
which the Mesopotamian king shared with the gods and which
represents the manifest expression of his unique status among
men is called in Akkadian, as we have seen, melammi. In Old
Persian melammil corresponds to xvarena, which in turn is repre-
sented in contemporary Aramaic texts by gadia, ie., “luck.”
Following such converging developments—in which the con-
cept of the divine nature of kingship and that of predetermined
royal success meet—we obtain another glimpse into the complex
and difficult nature of most of the religious topoi on which we
have touched in this chapter.

The Arts of the Diviner

The importance of divination in Mesopotamian civilization is
emphasized by the large number of omen collections and
related cuneiform texts that have been preserved. These texts
range in time from the late (post-Hammurapi) Old Babylonian
period up to the time of the Seleucid kings, offering an abun-
dance of material concerning various techniques of divination.
Moreover, allusions to divination practices abound in historical
and religious literature. There can be little doubt that Akkadian
divination—all extant texts are written in that language—was
considered a major intellectual achievernent in Mesopotamia
and surrounding countries.31# These texts were copied in Susa,
the capital of Elam; in Nuzi; in Hatrufa, the capital of the
Hittites; and in such far-off places as Qatna and Hazor in Syria
and Palestine. They were copied by local scribes trained in the
writing and the languages of Mesopotamia; and translated into
Elamite, Hittite, and Hurrian.32 The disappearance of Mesopo-
tamian civilization and its languages and system of writing did
not impede the spread of certain methods of divination toward
Palestine and Egypt—and from there into Europe. Influence
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toward the East is more difficult to evaluate, since the situation
is more complex there. First, one has to realize that extispicy,
i.e., prediction of the future from the appearances, deformation,
and other peculiarities of the viscera of animals, has been prac-
ticed in China and Southeast Asia since time immemorial. In
the West, the Etruscan art of divination (mainly haruspicy) is
isolated and may have originated due to some contact with or
stimulus from Asia Minor.33 Then, one has to consider the fact
that written evidence coming from the region east of Meso-
potamia is late, in most instances later than the disappearance of
Mesopotamian civilization. Mesopotamian astronomy of the
first millennium s.c. is well known to have influenced India,
but even if we cannot document Mesopotamian influence upon
Eastern methods of divination, diffusion during earlier periods
remains a distinct possibility. Through the medium of Islam
which often drew on the practices of the ancient Near East via
Hellenistic intermediaries, Mesopotamian divination methods—
mainly astrology and the interpretation of dreams—experienced
a renaissance in and around Mesopotamia long after the dis-
appearance of the civilization in which they originated.

I plan to treat the topic of divination under three main
headings: the nature and history of divination techniques, the
text material as source of information, and the significance of
divination, its Sitg im Leben.

Basically, divination represents a technique of communication
with the supernatural forces that are supposed to shape the
history of the individual as well as that of the group. It pre-
supposes the belief that these powers are able and, at times,
willing to communicate their intentions and that they are
interested in the well-being of the individual or the group—in
other words, that if evil is predicted or threatened, it can be
averted through appropriate means. Contact or communication
with these powers can be established in several ways. The
deity can either answer questions put to it or of its own accord
attempt to communicate in whatever medium is acceptable.
Two-way communication requires a special technique; in fact,
two techniques are known in Mesopotamia: operational and
magical. In both instances the answer comes forth in two possible
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manners: one is binary, that is, a yes-or-no answer; the other is
based on a code accepted by both the deity and the diviner.

The fact that Mesopotamian divination underwent a complex
historical development should not be overlooked. Not only did
emphasis and preferences change in the course of time, but the
methods also differed from time to time and region to region.
Equally important is a diversity of methods based on social
status. There were practices for the king, others to which the
poor resorted, native practices, and those that were imported.

Before we discuss these practices, the techniques must be
characterized briefly. In operational divination, the diviner
offers the deity the opportunity of directly affecting an object
activated by the diviner, as is the case in the casting of lots, in the
pouring of oil into water, or in producing smoke from a censer.33#
The deity then manipulates the lots and affects the spreading of
oil and the shape of the smoke in order to communicate. In
what we have called magical technique, the deity produces
changes in natural phenomena—wind, thunder, and the
movement of the stars—or affects the behavior or the external
or internal features of animals and even of human beings.
Here again, there is a dichotomny: the acts of the deity can be
provoked or unprovoked. To provoke the reply of the deity, a
magical act of the diviner may single out certain areas in his ken
in which he expects the deity to react in answer to his question—
this is characteristic of Mesopotarmian extispicy. The deity is
here provided with a certain setting and a given time in which to
communicate.

Of the three operational practices mentioned, the throwing of
lots, the observation of oil in water (lecanomancy), and the
observation of smoke from incense (libanomancy), the first had
no cultic status in Mesopotamia. We know from legal documents
that in the Old Babylonian period and in Susa lots were used to
assign the shares of an estate to the sons.3*+ We learn from later
documents that shares of temple income were originally
distributed by lot to certain officials of the sanctuary. In these
instances the throwing of lots—marked sticks of wood—was to
establish a sequence among persons of equal status that would be
acceptable, as divinely ordained, to all participants. This is also
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the case with the Assyrian custom used to select the official who
was to give his name to the new year (see above, pp. 99f.) by means
of clay dice. The method of casting lots, however, is not men-
tioned in the compendia as a means of obtaining knowledge of
the future. One exception comes from an isolated text from
Assur, which speaks of the use of two stone lots, apparently
furnishing positive or negative answers.ss This indicates that the
throwing of stone lots was used in Mesopotamia, but rarely and
probably on an unofficial level. There is more evidence from
Boghazkeui.3¢ A small group of omen texts, written charac-
teristically enough in Hittite, speak of divination by means of
lots (written kv, Hittite reading and meaning unknown).36= The
Hittite and the Assyrian evidence suggest the possibility of a
substratum influence in this type of divination; it is possible that
the local practices of the northwestern periphery succeeded in
reaching the level of literature in these isolated instances.

A practice for which we have no documentation in cuneiform
texts is mentioned in Ezekiel 21:21, where it is said that the
king of Babylon used arrows and examined the liver of a sacri-
ficial animal to determine which direction to take “at the
parting of the way, at the head of two ways.”

A substratum influence also seems to underlie the preference
in the same region (Asia Minor, Assyria, Syria to Palestine) for
birds as oracle animals. The “bird observer” (dagil issari) as
divination expert is well attested in Assyria, where we have
native experts as well as Egyptians who were prisoners of war.37
A king of Cyprus, in the Amarna period, once asked expressly
for an Egyptian diviner who knew how to obtain answers from
eagles—a very specialized augur indeed.’® A person called
“bird-keeper” is known from Hittite sources to have been an
expert at divination, and we have a still earlier text from Alalakh
that speaks of birds whose fighting was observed in order to
predict the future.3® Clearly, the West was as much the Kul-
turkreis of augury—literally, divination based on the behavior of
birds—as Mesopotamia was for extispicy performed on lambs
(in spite of Sum. m 43). Still, we do not know whether western
augurs observed the behavior of captive or of wild birds, because
this particular method of divination was not systematically
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recorded in scholarly compendia. In a strange cuneiform text
excavated in Sultantepe, the old Harran, a late and provincial
center of learning in Upper Mesopotamia, we find literary
references to the observation of birds in flight, for which there
are a few parallels in texts from Assur and an allusion in a
tablet from Nineveh.4> Unprovoked omens given by birds are
rather frequently mentioned in cuneiform texts from Meso-
potamia and are listed in the series Summa alu (see below), which
is often concerned with omens given through the medium of
animals. From apotropaic rituals, the namburbi texts (see
below), we know that encounters with certain kinds of birds
were often thought to portend evil.

The remainder of this discussion of various methods of
divination is based almost exclusively on a study of cuneiform
omen collections, of which we have a substantial number. It
seems appropriate to discuss first the nature and style of these
texts.

Because of the belief that whatever happens within perception
occurs not only due to specific if unknown causes, but also for
the benefit of the observer to whom a supernatural agency is
thereby revealing its intentions, the Akkadians of the Old
Babylonian period began rather early to record such happenings.
They first made reports on specific events, then assembled
observations of each kind in small collections. The purpose was
clearly to record experiences for future reference and for the
benefit of coming generations. Thus, written records were made
of unusual acts of animals, unusual happenings in the sky, and
similar occurrences, and divination moved from the realm of
folklore to the level of a scientific activity. The subsequent
systematization of such collections represents high scholarly
achievement. The collections take up an important part of the
scholarly literature in cuneiform and represent an original
product of the intellectual effort of the Semitic Akkadians. No
Sumerian omen texts have been found, but—as we shall see-—
extispicy for the selection of a high priest was practiced by the
Sumerians, or, perhaps more exactly, in Mesopotamia at a time
when Sumerian was the language of all written documents.
Each entry in these collections consists of a protasis that states
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the case, in exactly the same way as does a section of a law code,
and of an apodosis that contains the prognostication. The
wording of the “case” establishes the position and the sequence
of the omens in each collection, with dividing lines often
separating topical sub-sections. In well-written library texts,
even the arrangement of individual signs within the protasis is
used to organize the endless sequences of similar cases. The
repertory of predictions in the apodoses contains elaborate
phraseology that bears on times of prosperity, blessings, and
victory and on times of famine, calamity, and desolation as far
as the community and the country are concerned, on happiness
in the family, success in business, and on disease, misfortune,
and death for the individual.+02 As for subject matter and style,
the apodoses of the omen literature are closely linked to literary
texts of the late periods that describe the blessings of peace and
prosperity or the horrors of war, famine, and rebellion as well
as elaborate blessings and curses similar to those found in
certain Mesopotamian royal inscriptions and public legal docu-
ments. Older versions of omen collections give more specific
and derailed predictions; these give way to greater standardiza-
tion and the citing of alternate versions which the scribes
collected from two or more slightly different originals at hand.
‘Only exceptionally are we able to detect any logical relationship
between portent and prediction, although often we find
paronomastic associations and secondary computarions based on
changes in directions or numbers. In many instances, subcon-
scious association seems to have been at work, provoked by
certain words whose specific connotations imparted to them a
favorable or an unfavorable character, which in turn determined
the general nature of the prediction. From the point of view of
literary history, one may note that the original practical purpose
of such collections of omens was soon expanded, and even
superseded, by theoretical aspirations. Instead of expressing
general principles of interpretation in abstract terms, the
scribes strove to cover the range of possibilities by means of
systematic permutations in pairs (left-right, above-below, and so
on) or in long rows.# The prediction contained in the apodosis,
however specific and detailed in its wording, was considered
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solely a warning—which is exactly what the Latin omen means.
If the correct apotropaic ritual was performed—and some omen
collections are obliging enough to offer such rituals together with
the pertinent omens—all evil consequences of the ominous
event were considered obviated.

When the diviner, who was called bard, poured oil into a bowl
of water which he held in his lap, it was done to establish the will
of the deity either with regard to the country or to an individual.
The movements of the oil in the water, in relation to the surface
or to the rim of the cup, could portend for the king peace and
prosperity or war and rebellion; for the private citizen it might
portend progeny, success in business, the recovery of health, and
the right girl when he was about to marry—or the opposite.
We have five Old Babylonian tablets that contain omens
dealing with this type of divination, which apparently went out
of use in a later period. These early tablets were not copied
again; we have only a few excerpts on an Assur tablet.42 We know
less about the technique of divination that interprets the move-
ments and forms of smoke rising from a censer held in the lap
of the diviner. We have only an early Nippur text and a some-
what longer tablet of the Old Babylonian period.+3

We turn now to those “communication techniques” devised
for the deity to convey messages upon request through the
medium of the body of an animal which was to be slaughtered
for this purpose. The expert, called bari, the diviner who inter-
preted the movement of oil and smoke, first addresses the oracle
gods, Sama§ and Adad with prayers and benedictions, requesting
them to “write” their message upon the entrails of the sacri-
ficial animal.4¢+ He then investigates, in traditional sequence,
the animal’s organs, such as the windpipe, the lungs, the liver,
the gall bladder, and the coils in which the intestines are
arranged, looking for deviations from normal state, shape, and
coloring. Predictions are based on atrophy, hypertrophy,
displacement, special markings, and other abnormal features
of the organs. An exact description was made possible by an
elaborate and complicated technical terminology which re-
ferred to their normal as well as to their abnormal features
with scientific accuracy. Unfortunately, more often than not,



oi.uchicago.edu

THE ARTS OF THE DIVINER 213

we have been unable to interpret the technical terms used.

Some observations on the genesis of Mesopotarnian extispicy
are in order. They may help our understanding of the complex
background of this type of divination. Two trends seem dis-
cernible, one that utilizes the liver (possibly together with the
gall bladder), and another that includes nearly all the exta. In
other words: hepatoscopy as against extispicy (literally, the
observation of all the exta). There is reason to believe that the
former is part of an earlier culture trait complex while the
latter represents a characteristic Mesopotamian development.
This proposed division into an older level—~hepatoscopy—and
a secondary, later level—extispicy—seems to be borne out by
the following considerations: the later omen literature mentions
specific historic events that had occurred in olden times after
the observation of extraordinary formations of the exta. These
observations always concern the liver of the sacrificial animal.
In fact, such omens are expressly called “liver omens.” That the
training of the students of divination at that time was nearly
always concerned with the same organ is shown by the numer-
ous models of the liver made of clay. These come from Babylon
proper, but more often from Mari## and from Asia Minor
(Boghazkeui); recently, some were found in Hazor in Israel.4s
The political correspondence found in Mari provides us with
further evidence of the importance of hepatoscopy.+¢ This
distribution pattern, combined with the general trans-Asiatic
interest in the inspection of slaughtered animals and the Semitic
belief in the importance of the liver as the seat of the emotions,
is another indication that in Mesopotamia hepatoscopy was
older than extispicy and much in the realm of folklore. The
Sumerian practice of determining the e n priest of the city god
by divination based on the observation of a sacrificial animal (see
n. 6, chap. vi) suggests that early hepatoscopy was on a binary,
yes-or-no level.#” This is corroborated by a curious late text in
which the scholarly Chaldean king Nabonidus describes in
considerable detail how his own daughter was selected by the
moon god for the highest priestly office of his cult. Nabonidus
clearly imitates ancient methods as he narrows down the
circle of eligible candidates through repeated yes-no decisions
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obtained by extispicy, and we may well assume that in the
Sumnerian period the e n -priest was selected in the same manner.

The method which we term here binary touches on another
problem. In all extant omen collections referring to extispicy,
the prognostication, always within two categories, favorable or
unfavorable, is quite specific, often offering irrelevant details.
Are we to assume two stages of internal development: one, the
older, with yes-or-no answers, and a later one, withmore specific
apodoses? If so, is it possible that the contrast may correspond to
one to be posited between folklore divination and divination as
a sacred or scholarly lore requiring expert training, interpre-
tation, and the study of written records? If both questions are
answered in the affirmative, one may well posit a further
contrast, that between a primary method, either native or
introduced from the outside, and a secondary method that
presents itself as the product of intellectual creativity, scholarly
elaboration, and scientific activity. It will probably remain
forever unknown how these contrasts relate to one another, that
is, whether hepatoscopy, binary method, and folklore divina-
tion based on primitive and unwritten practices, and extispicy,
with specific apodoses, and scholarly (and) written divination
actually existed side by side or did so only in certain aspects,
periods, or situations. Still, the preceding reflections should
make clear to the reader the complexity of the problemsinvolv-
ed and at the same time show divination in Mesopotamian
civilization not only as an essential means of orientation in life
but also as an arena for the display of intellectual endeavors and
aspirations.

We do not know how the diviner proceeded when called
upon to offer coherent expertise based upon inspection of all
pertinent organs of the slaughtered lamb, each yielding a
number of divergent and often explicit prognoses. It must have
required considerable searching through the voluminous
compendia arranged according to the ominous organs in order
to interpret the message of the oracle gods. A drastic simplifica-
tion can be observed in the late Assyrian period: in the royal
archives of Nineveh has been excavated a substantial group of
texts that contains queries addressed to the gods in matters of
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state.#8 The answer to each query consists solely of a list of the
features of the exta observed by the diviner, who carefully
quotes the pertinent predictions from the compendia. These
predictions are considered to be of interest only insofar as they
are favorable or unfavorable; the specific events predicted are
disregarded. In short, the predictions are reduced to yes-or-no
answers. The enumeration of answers relative to each query
yields no more than a positive or a negative verdict, according
to whether the majority of individual predictions are favorable
or not. So we find again in the eighth century 8.c. the yes-or-no
method of divination, and the question cannot fail to arise
whether this represents a new development or whether we
have to assume that the method just described was used
throughout Mesopotamian history. It is equally possible that
the late evidence for the binary system is due 1o a Western or
substratum influence lingering in Assyria or that the character-
istic feature of Mesopotamian divination (the specific nature of
the predictions) is only a vestige of a stage in our somewhat
conjectural history of Mesopotamian divination. If so, the
precisely arranged lists of omens with their elaborate predic-
tions would have served no other purpose than to characterize
a feature of the exta as being favorable or not. (For another
indication pointing in this direction, see below, p. 217.)

The corpus of texts dealing with extispicy surpasses—as far as
fragments are available—the number of texts on all other kinds
of omens. No serious attempt has been made by the Assyrio-
logists to organize the material on extispicy according to one or
more main series, abridged editions (excerpt series), or anno-
tated editions; nor has an attempt been made to trace the
development of the compendia from the early and short Old
Babylonian tablets to the extensive collections of the Seleucid
period. Nor have local developments been identified. The
tablets are arranged according to the parts of the exta to be
inspected. It is no accident that tablets dealing with the liver
are rare since they represent, as has been suggested (cf. above,
p. 213), an earlier stage in the history of extispicy. The specific
parts of each organ as well as markings and discolorations are
denoted by an arcane technical terminology reminiscent of
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that of medieval alchemists.#? There are such terms as “door of
the palace,” “path,” “yoke,” and “embankment” for the parts
and “weapon” and “stand” for the markings. Certain tablets
contain illustrations to explain difficult terms and diagrams—
such as those of the coils of the intestines—to orient the reader.
Some clay models of the liver and lungs are elaborate; others are
rather crude. These models served several purposes, for instruc-
tion and illustrarion and also for reporting. The highly detailed
Old Babylonian model of the liver now in the British Museum,
and a number of other models,+°# inscribed with one or more
individual omens to illustrate a particular feature and the
pertinent forecast, are clearly meant for instruction. The models
found in Mari, the oldest in evidence (late Old Akkadian
period), record the formation of a liver as it looked at the time
of an important event. Their peculiar inscriptions and three-
dimensional illustrations have the same function as the omens
which appear in the compendia. The models seemed also to
have served for reporting, e.g., to the king an actual observation
together with the pertinent prediction. These “illustrated”
reports are thus the forerunners of the later reports on ominous
events (see below, p. 233).

Some omens offer instead of a prediction the statement that
the features described in the protasis have reference to a specific
event in the life of a historical ruler. These historical omens, by
the way, provide us with several not unimportant bits of infor-
mation dealing in the main with tragic and extraordinary
events.s® Such records, however, do not simply represent the
empirical base of Mesopotamian extispicy, as is often asserted.
This science predates writing. It is more reasonable to assume
that the recording of omens in writing began with small
collections, that is, lists assembled in some systematic way.
Collections of this type were later enlarged and combined to
form extensive series. The references to historical events in
omen texts—in rare instances even outside of extispicy rexts—
seem to represent an intrusion into the “scientific” literature of
the diviner. All the kings mentioned in the historical omens
belong to the period before the first dynasty of Isin, i.e., they
ruled many centuries before the process of the standardization
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of the omen literature began. We cannot say why and how this
practice originated or why it was discontinued.

One more remark to illustrate how methods in Mesopo-
tamian extispicy changed. Until the Middle Babylonian period,
it was the custom for the diviner to write a special report on
each inspection, listing in a specified order all the ominous
features observed and ending with the statement that the
omens were favorable or that a second extispicy was to be
performed. Again, the question arises whether these reports
represent only a passing technical (better: bureaucratic) varia-
tion, or whether they too, like the Mari reports (see note 46), have
to beinterpreted as anindication that a deviating ““binary school”
of divination was in evidence in Babylonia too. The practice of
writing reports was not followed in the Neo-Babylonian period;
in Assyria, however, it seems to have been replaced by “queries”
(see pp. 214 f.). Queries contain divine answers (affirmative, as a
rule) to questions that are quoted in extenso concerning the
appointment of officials, the loyalty of generals, and the actions
of the enemy, and end with the report of the features observed.
Another kind of text concerned with extispicy disappeared with
the Old Babylonian period. These were the prayers the diviner
addressed to Sama3 before the extispicy asking for a reliable and
positive answer. They enumerate in considerable detail all
possible favorable features and markings the diviner hopes to
find in the exta of the sacrificial animal. soe

Of the several ways in which animals served as a medium
through which god and man might communicate by means of
divination, extispicy represents only one, the one in which a
two-way communication, query-and-answer, was possible.
There are two other ways—both attested in numerous texts—
in which the god made his intention known without being
asked. The first of these ways of receiving communications was
by observing malformed and monstrous newborn animals, and
the second was by noting the behavior of animals either in
general or under special circumstances.

In Mesopotamia the birth of malformed animals, and even of
malformed children under certain circumstances, was con-
sidered highly ominous and often as bearing directly on the
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future of the state. Such omens were collected as early as the
Old Babylonian period. They were copied in Hattu3a and, at
times, translated into Hittite; they were known also in Ugarit.
In the course of time, they were assembled into a collection of
which copies have been found in Assur, Nineveh, Calah, and at
various sites in southern Babylonia.s' The collection embraced
atr least twenty- -four tablets and was called after its incipit
Summa izbu, “If a newborn ammal ..” and also “If a woman is
pregnant and her fetus cries . . . ” The collection clearly exhibits
the process of growth by accretion, since the twenty-four tablets
fall into three distinct groups. The central and oldest group
forms the core; it refers exclusively to malformation in newborn
lambs. To this were added four tablets dealing with multiple
births and the birth of malformed children, strange beings,
objects, and animals to human mothers as well as a number of
tablets concerned with the offspring of ewes, mares, sows,
bitches, goats, and cows. The importance of such teratological
omens is illustrated by references to such incidents in private
and royal letters and by a number of rituals designed ro ward
off the evil consequences caused by the birth of monstrosities.

Scholarly interest in the series Summa igbu is indicated by several
short and one lengthy commentary found in many copies;
they are, as is customary, mainly concerned with the explanation
of rare and difficult words.

The behavior of animals could be accepted on three levels as
conveying an expression of divine warning: it could be provoked,
it could occur in an ominous location and at an ominous moment,
and it could simply happen. None of these levels was important
enough to stimulate scholarly interest, which would have led
to the creation of pertinent compendia, though omens of this
type do occur sporadically.

Provoked omens coming from animals are probably not
genuinely Mesopotamian; an isolated instance is reported as a
means of fortunetelling in a text from Sultantepe that speaks
of the practice of sprinkling water on a bull after appropriate
preparation and prayers to the oracle gods; the bull’s reactions
are then interpreted on a simple yes-no basis.52 Typical ominous
moments for the observation of animals were at the time an
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army marched out to war, during the course of a religious
procession, and at the high point of a religious festival. The
behavior of animals at the gates of a city or palace or within the
temple was considered especially meaningful. Omens dealing
with such situations occur in the series Summa alu (see below)
but were never collected systematically.s3 With these belongs a
small compendium of omens of a somewhat peculiar nature:
due to an extension in time and in space of the numinous
moment in which the oracle god Sama§ was supposed to inscribe
his answer on the exta of the animals to be inspected by the
diviner, the behavior of the sacrificial animal, from the moment
it was brought into the presence of the diviner to its last con-
vulsions, was considered ominous and predictions were derived
from it.54

In connection with what has just been said concerning the
ominous importance of certain moments and localities, we would
like to mention here the techniques of magically creating both
the time and the place when and wherein the deity was be-
seeched to communicate. Ultimately, extispicy was such a
technique because the oracle god was asked to “write” his
answer, then and there, upon the intestines of the animal. There
existed two more divination practices which applied the same
method. They are attested—again only on the fortunetelling
level—in a tablet from Assur and in the curious tablet from
Sultantepe already mentioned. The Assur tablet derives
favorable omens from the passing of certain birds at a given
moment before the observer from right to left; the tablet from
Sultantepe, from the movements of shooting stars for which
the observer was waiting. They are to move either from
right to left—favorable—or from left to right—unfavor-
able.ss

Attention should be drawn to the fact that all these rare—
and un-Mesopotamian—divination practices appear solely in the
texts of Western provenience, that is, Assur and Sultantepe.
The practice of watching for a bird oracle which is to pass
overhead in a certain direction at a specific time reminds one
immediately of the Etruscan templum, the section of the sky in
which the augur expected certain birds to give oracles by their
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behavior. This comparison should do no more than suggest
that the practices of divination differ widely in the several
civilizations of the ancient Near East and that the apparent
preponderance and complexity of Mesopotamian techniques is
due, in the main, to the practice of writing down these techniques
upon material which has proved indestructible. Asia Minor,
Syria, and probably Egypt doubtless evolved a like number of
techniques, most of which have not come down to us.

We have already mentioned the omen series Summa dalu as
containing omens derived from the behavior of animals. It
derives its name, “If a city is situated on a hill .. .,” from the
incipit of the first tablet. This series deserves more than cursory
attention, being very long and of a rather complex composition,
consisting of at least 107 tablets, and probably more.s¢ Only
one-fourth are preserved and often poorly, which makes it
rather difficult to form an exact idea of the contents of the series.
Yet some excerpt tablets, versions which contain on one tablet
excerpts from several regular tablets of the series, and the
fragments of a commentary as well as of catalogues of the
incipits enable us to. obtain more information and insight.
Still, of more than thirty-five rablets only the first line is known,
and nearly as many are completely unaccounted for. '

The omen series represents a generous sampling of a motley
of smaller omen collections which had been compiled into a
large, catchall, series. Some of these collections are already
attested in the Old Babylonian period, others only in later
versions.57 Since the series has not yet been adequately studied
and published, not much can be said as to the time of its final
redaction. Here is a succinct survey of its contents. The first two
tablets refer to cities. The next tablets refer to houses and
incidents happening in houses. More than twenty-five tablets
(up to tablet 49, according to the numbering of the Assur
version) deal with animals of all kinds. The behavior of insects,
snakes, scorpions, lizards, ants, and several unidentified smaller
animals is listed at length; domesticated animals, carttle, don-
keys, and especially dogs are likewise dealt with. The three
following tablets concern fire. Another contains political omen:
(tablet 53, “If the king respects the law . ..”), and eight deal ir
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one way or another with agriculture. The balance—after tablet
60—is badly preserved; we may single out encounters with wild
animals (tablet 67ff.) and human relations (tablet 94ff.) as
making up the bulk of what is preserved.

The tablets of Summa alu concerned with “human relations”
may be taken as a cue to shift our attention to omens concerned
with human beings. We have pointed out that Mesopotamian
civilization—only rarely and rather reluctantly—admits that the
deity can use man as a vehicle for the expression of divine
intentions. In this function man may act on several levels; he
can become the mouthpiece of the deity, for which purpose he
enters a specific psychological state, a prophetic ecstasis (of
several kinds), or he can receive divine revelation in his sleep, or
he can allow the deity to give “signs” through his physical
person. Such signs may be meant for the entire group as in the
case of specific deformations or the birth of malformed children,
or they may be meant solely for their carrier, whose bodily
features are taken to presage his fate. '

Ecstasis as a means of communication between god and man
did not occupy the important position in Mesopotamia that it
did in Syria and Palestine. In fact, the few attested instances
come mainly from the western outskirts of the Mesopotamian
Kulturkreis, from Mari, Hittite Asia Minor, and from late
Assyria, with its complex substratum and Aramaic influence.
Certain designations for ecstatics are known, such as efSebd,
mahld, zabbu, rag(g)imu, referring either to physical character-
istics or to the peculiar manner in which the divine commands
were expressed. These persons are all of marginal importance,
often connected with witchcraft—in short, of low social status.
The only exceptions are the Assyrian prophetesses of the goddess
Istar (of Arbela and even of Assur)—men appear in this function
quite rarely—who pronounced the will of the deity either as an
edict, in the third person. or in the first person, identifying
themselves with the deity who spoke through them. In Mari,
the message was delivered verbatim but in a way that showed
that the mouthpiece did not identify himself with the deity.s®
Both, the Western concept (Mari—and, of course, the Old
Testament) as well as the native Assyrian (identification of
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prophet and deity) are deeply alien to the eastern, Mesopo-
tamian, attitude toward the god-man relationship. Noteworthy
is the absence of shamanistic concepts in Mesopotamia.

Normally, the dream offers nothing more than an “omen,”
which means that the dream is meaningful only when correctly
interpreted by an expert. Interpreters of dreams used for this
purpose collections of dream omens.s® Fragments of one such
“dream book” have been found in Assurbanipal’s library, and a
small number of earlier texts show that the text type was in the
stream of the tradition. Still, only fragments exist, and they are
by no means numerous; it is clear that this type of divination
was not in great favor. The series containing the dream omens
consists of eleven tablets of which the first and the last two are
dedicated to conjurations and the pertinent rituals for warding
off the consequences of bad dreams, those dreams predicting
disaster or other ills. Other rituals given in this collection were
to be used prophylactically, to protect the sleeping persons
against ominous dreams. The protean variety of dream contents
is organized rather pedantically in large and small sections that
refer to certain definite activities of the dreamer, such as eating
or drinking in one’s dreams, traveling, and other activities of
daily life. In the section concerned with eating, cannibalism and
coprophagy are mentioned; in the tablet on traveling, dreams
of ascending to heaven and descending into the nether world
occur, as do dreams of flying. There are incestuous dreams,
dreams of losing one’s teeth, of quarreling with members of the
family, of receiving gifts, of carrying objects. As may be expected
from other types of Mesopotamian omen texts, the associations
that link the dream to the prediction derived from it are rarely
understandable. Only a few omens bear out what has been said
above concerning man as carrier of “signs” through which the
deity addresses the entire community.

The first four tablets of the series Summa izbu (see above,
p. 218) list omens derived from malformed children and other
accidents at birth as well as from multiple births, and a section
of the first tablet of Summa alu relates the physical features of
certain citizens to the fate of the community when speaking of a
city in which there are many crippled, deaf, and blind; also
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mentioned are cities in which there are many merchants,
diviners, or cooks—and one city in which the women have
beards.

Furthermore, man is thought to carry on his own body signs
which—when correctly interpreted—refer to his fate, at times
even to his own “nature.” The interpretation of these signs is
contained in collections called physiognomic omens by Assyrio-
logists.6¢ The color of the hair, the shape of the nails, the size of
specific parts of the body, the nature and location ef moles and
discolorations on the skin—to mention only a few of the topics—
are treated more or less extensively in a number of series, the
most important of which contains ten or more tablets. The
composition of the series shows the typical growth by accretion
which we have seen with respect to birth omens (Summa izbu).
The earliest texts of the Old Babylonian period refer mainly to
moles, while the later—from the library of Assurbanipal and
also from the Neo-Babylonian south—include other features of
the body, personal peculiarities and mannerisms in speech and
gait, and even moral qualities.

A very special situation is dealt with in an important collec-
tion of omens, Enfima ana bit marsi asipu illiku, meaning “{If] the
exorcist is going to the house of a patient. . ..” The forty tablets
incorporate a number of smaller collections of varied nature,
all concerned with the prospects of the patient. The series seems
to present a late compilation,5! although certain of its com-
ponents have parallels in earlier texts; we have a Hittite text
clearly translated from a lost Old Babylonian original and a
Middle Babylonian tablet from Nippur,52 both indicative of the
existence of kindred texts for these periods. The series does not
prescribe any treatment of the patient; it informs the physician
concerning the diseases of his patient in the form of diagnoses—
and often offers prognoses as to the outcome by such terse
statements as “He will get well,” “He will die,” sometimes
qualified as to time and other circumstances. The form used is
that of an omen collection. The protases refer exclusively to
the appearance of the patient’s body, his behavior, and other
objective symptoms. They are listed systematically, beginning
with the skull and ending with the toes (see also p. 246).
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Whenever a treatment is prescribed—and that is only rarely
the case—it is not medical but exclusively magical. Even the
names of the diseases mentioned are not medical but point as a
rule to the deity or demon that has caused them. Only the first
two tablets fit the title of the series inasmuch as they concern
themselves with the ominous happenings the exorcist may en-
counter on his way to the house of the patient who called for
him. These signs refer to the prospects of recovery or death for
the sick person. After the main section (tablets 3-35), four
tablets refer to pregnant women and predict the fate of the
child, its sex, and the difficulty of the labor from the discolora-
tion of the skin and the formation of the nipples of the expectant
mother. At the end there is a tablet dealing with sick infants
similar to the tablets of the main seciion of the series. (For
further discussion of this series, see pp. 290f.)3

A number of these tablets utilize the established pattern of
the omen (protasis-apodosis) as a form of presentation of medical
lore. The same discrepancy between form and purpose can be
obscrved in other omen collections, which are, in fact, literary
compositions offering political tenets or other wisdom of a moral
nature. The former can be found in a text containing advice to a
king (rather like the medieval speculum principis),s+ the latter in
a text which stresses the importance of rational behavior.¢s

The royal art of astrology is the method of divination for
which Mesopotamia is famed. Study of the rise of astrology in
Mesopotamian civilization has hardly begun. The pertinent
evidence is preserved on a few Old Babylonian tablets with
astrological omens of a rather primitive type, mainly among
texts found at the periphery of Mesopotamian influence—in
Boghazkeui, Qatna, Mari, and Elam.¢¢ They testify to the
existence of an astrological tradition already diversified at the
crucial Old Babylonian period. This is borne out by references,
in a late text, to observations of the planet Venus made at the
time of the Old Babylonian king Ammisaduqa.s? The fact that
astrological texts were imported to Susa and Hattufa and
translated into Elamite and Hittite emphasizes the readiness
with which this type of divination was accepted outside Babylonia
proper, even before the rise of astrology.
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The bulk of astrological omen texts comes from the library of
Assurbanipal. Some were written in Assur and Calah, and
others were found in the south, the latter dating mainly from
the later period and coming from Babylon, Borsippa, Uruk,
Kish, and Nippur. A Middle Babylonian fragment found in
Nippur and another found in Nuzi indicate the continuity of
the tradition.8 The “canonical” series, consisting of at least
seventy tablets, apart from excerpt texts and tablets with
commentaries, is called Eniima Anu Enlil (“When Anu and
Enlil . ..”) after the first words of its solemn bilingual introit.
The moon is treated in twenty-three tablets, then the sun,
meteorological phenomena, the planets, and the fixed stars.®®
The time and other circumstances of the disappearance of the
old moon, its reappearance, its relation to the sun, and other
data on eclipses, offer the “signs” which the series describes and
interprets in detail. Less extensive treatment is given halos,
strange cloud formations, and the movements of the planets
(mainly the planet Venus) among the fixed stars. Meteorological
phenomena—thunder, rain, hail, earthquakes—are believed to
have ominous validity in matters of state and predict peace and
war, harvest, and flood. In the archives in Nineveh have been
preserved hundreds of reports of astrologers sent to the Assyrian
kings in answer to queries occasioned by such phenomena.

A different level of astrology is revealed in texts that date
from the fifth (410) and third centuries B.c. These are horoscopes
which mention the date of birth—in an isolated instance, the
date of conception—followed by an astronomical report,
concluding with predictions of the future of the child.7° The
important fact about these texts is that their dates prove this
type of astrology to be a late development in Mesopotamia,
or better, in Babylonia, rather than under the stimulus of
Greece, as was previously assumed. These horoscopes have to be
connected with a Seleucid tablet which relates the future of a
child to certain astronomical conditions, the rising and the
movements of planets, eclipses, and other phenomena that
occurred at his birth.

In the omen texts there are only a few indications of the
ideological background of Mesopotamian divination. The
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basic problems, in theological rerms, are related to the motives
for divine communication and to its accuracy and inevitability.
An additional complication is the conflict berween super-
stition and religion, that is, between the pre-deistic world view
and that of the theologians.

Divine interest in the well-being of the individual or the group
for which a sign is given is bound to center on the person of the
king. In fact, it is the king’s duty and privilege to receive such
signs and to act according to their message. Only very rarely do
we find the king averse. The concept of the king’s personal
responsibility toward the deity and the concomirant sentiment
of intimacy in this relationship intensified the omen-conscious-
ness of the Assyrian king and of his entire court. There it engen-
dered speculations that reflect concern with theological problems
and led not only to refinement of the methods of interpreting
omens but also to constant changes in techniques of divination.

The common man, of whose moral and intellectual problems
we know nothing, used divination in a naive, ego-centered way
that corresponded only to a limited degree to the techniques
used by the king. This contrast is paralleled by a similar one in
the realm of magic, where the common man and the court
differed mainly in regard to theological elaboration and scholarly
refinement. The complex purification rituals mamburbi)
evolved to ward off the evil predicted by ominous happenings
are geared to the repertory of the omen collections. Their
specific purpose was to counteract and to nullify the evil
predicted in the apodoses of these collections. The namburbi’s
seem thus to have been the answer of the theologians to the
diviners. They represent the reaction of the purification priests
to the transfer of the pre-deistic folklore tradition of divination
to the level of the king or other persons who had recourse to
the ministrations of purification experts. To protect the belief
in the efficiency of their magic, the inevitability of the diviner’s
predictions had to be abandoned.70#

Any overtly skeptical reaction to those ubiquitous omens of
evil is only rarely discovered. Still, the fact that such instances
occurred in portent-ridden Mesopotamia—and, moreover,
that they originated from the person of the king—makes it
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worthwhile to mention them.”t One of the several Naram-Sin
legends which we find attested in an Old Babylonian version
and in later texts from Nineveh and Harran describes the anger
of the king when the gods refused him oracles. The king asks
“Has a lion ever performed extispicy, has a wolf ever asked
[advice] from a female dream-interpreter? Like a robber I shall
proceed according to my own will!” He soon repented his
sacrilegious outburst and was granted the unique privilege of
hearing I3tar as evening star speak to him from the sky. Although
announcing his own intentions in a moment of hubris, Naram-
Sin clearly relates to animals and outlaws the way of living and
acting without constant watching for signs of divine approval or
disapproval. Civilized existence, as epitomized in a king’s way
of life, relied on omens, and only a king of such mythical fame as
Naram-Sin could be allowed to venture a criticism, but even
then only in a form and context that canceled the gesture.”2
Nevertheless, even those kings reputed ro be very superstitious
did not always give credence to the predictions of diviners. This
we know from a revealing passage in a letter addressed to
Esarhaddon: “This is what it [the text] says about that eclipse
that [occurred in] the month of Nisan: ‘If the planet Jupiter is
present during an eclipse, it is good for the king [because] in
his stead an important person [at court] will die,” but the king
closed his ears—and see, a full month has not yet elapsed and the
chief justice is dead!”73 ’

At times the distrust of omens is formulated as distrust in the
professional honesty of the diviners. And when one reads
through their reports to the Assyrian kings, one can be amused
at their efforts to interpret bad omens in a favorable sense by
means of complicated reasoning. We have evidence of awareness
of this practice when Sennacherib separates the diviners into
groups in order to obtain a reliable report in an important
question without collusion among the experts.7+

Nowhere in Mesopotamia do we come across the attitude that
speaks so forcefully in Isaiah 47:13: “Let now the astrologers,
the stargazers, the monchly prognosticators, stand up, and save
thee from these things that shall come upon thee.”
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CHAPTER Laterculis coctilibus

(PLINY)

THE MEANING OF WRITING
THE SCRIBES
THE CREATIVE EFFORT

PATTERNS IN NON-LITERARY TEXTS

Writing constitutes a characteristic feature of the early civiliza-
tions of the southwest Asia complex. From the Indus to the
Nile, systems of writing are found as early as the beginning of
the third millennium. Although the existence of a single
primary impulse must be posited within that complex, several
different systems of writing established themselves, permanently
in most instances, within the cultural traditions. Since the region
eventually became an important center of diffusion, writing
spread throughout the entire Eurasian continent. Systems were
borrowed by some cultures, new systems derived or re-created
under stimulus by others.

The Meaning of Writing
The most important writing systems in this area are: the
cuneiform system and its affiliates in and around Mesopotamia;
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the hieroglyphic system of Egypt; and the family of writing
systems based on an alphabetic script which originated on the
shores of the Mediterranean Sea. Marginal, undeciphered, or
badly attested systems shall remain outside this discussion.
Among the latter are: the system customarily called hiero-
glyphic Hittite, the Old Persian system of alphabetic cuneiform,
the only partly intelligible system or systems of Crete, the
undeciphered Proto-Elamite script, and that of the Indus valley,
and the few traces of other writings.!

The three main systems evolved their own characteristic
writing techniques, that is, the use of specific materials and
tools, and these techniques in turn had a direct influence on the
chances of survival of the texts and thus upon the extent and
even the nature of our knowledge concerning the uses of writing
in these civilizations. Clay, which was used for the several
cuneiform systems, happens to represent, especially when fired,
the best—that is, the cheapest and most durable—writing
material yet utilized by man, while papyrus, parchment,
leather, wood, metal, and stone survive mainly by chance.
Climatic conditions, the nature of the soil, and the ever-present
human factor often wiped out such materials completely.
Where the system of writing changed from one using clay to one
for which more perishable materials were used, entire periods
are blacked out for us. The disappearance of the last phases of
Mesopotamian civilization is a good example of such a situation.

The complete loss of all documentary evidence on leather or
parchment pertaining to the development which led to the
formation of the corpus now called the Old Testament compels
modern scholars to rely on reconstructions for essential phases
of the history of these texts. Egypt presents a special case because
inscriptions on stone and metal in most instances differ widely
in content and style from those utilizing papyri or leather rolls.
The disappearance of the latter creates a hiatus that will always
seriously complicate the Egyptologist’s efforts to reconstruct
the literature of that important civilization. In comparison with
such difficulties, those faced by the Assyriologist seem relatively
minor. The soil of Mesopotamia will continue to yield more and
more of the tablets that it preserves so well.
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Three typical uses of writing can be found in the civilizations
of the ancient Near East: the recording of data for future use;
the communication of data on a synchronic level; and what I
would like to term ceremonial use—a term that seems vague
only to us of the late Western world where such a use has
become rare. In individual civilizations, the three main uses are
attested in specific patterns of distribution. The emphasis
reflected in these preferences varies not only from civilization to
civilization bur also, historically, within each civilization. Each
use is outlined here in necessarily general terms but with special
consideration given to its attestation in specific civilizations. We
begin with the best attested use, that of writing for the recording
of data.

Five purposes are singled out here and listed in a sequence of
diminishing frequency: recording for administrative purposes,
for the codification of laws, for the formulation of a sacred
tradition, for annals, and, eventually, for scholarly purposes.
Such a listing, of course, cannot be expected to correspond
adequately to the gamut of practices which have acquired
special meanings and functions in each of these civilizations.

The use of writing for administrative purposes evolves readily
wherever personnel and goods (staples, materials, or finished
products) move through the channels of a bureaucracy under
the supervision of personally responsible officials who serve for
definite terms of office. In redistribution systems such as those
centered in the Mesopotamian palaces and temples, these
officials recorded incoming taxes, tributes, and the yield of the
royal or priestly domain and workshops as well as the distri-
bution of materials and rations to craftsmen and workers. This
type of recording, strictly formalized and astutely co-ordinated,
is very much in evidence in Mesopotamia and wherever, under
Mesopotamian influence, officials in similar economic situations
have resorted to writing on clay. Corresponding evidence from
Egypt has nearly completely disappeared; the few papyri and
ostraca which have chanced to survive make us feel the loss
only more keenly. It should be kept in mind, however, that the
use of writing is not absolutely necessary for recording and
controlling complex bureaucratic transactions. Where writing is
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not used, operational methods of bookkeeping can be effectively
applied. Their existence and utilization is well known from
outside our complex of civilizations, and we do have indications
of the use of operational devices (such as tallies and counters)
even in Mesopotamia.?

In Mesopotamia as well as in Egypt the total acceptance of
bureaucracy as a social phenomenon, or rather as a technique
of social integration, found a curious echo on tne speculative
level. In certain cuneiform texts describing the nether world,
mention is made of the scribe of the ruler of the dead who keeps
lists with the names of all those who are to die each day.3 It is
this reference to some kind of divine bookkeeping rather than
the role of Nabu, the divine scribe and patron deity of the
scribes that can be related to the famous passage in Psalm 139
which speaks of God’s book in which man’s deeds are entered
before they happen. Later eschatological speculation deftly
changed this imagery from the realm of bureaucracy, where the
wise administrator takes care of his clients and dependents, to
that of deterministic apprehension and the submission of man
to the inscrutable fate fixed by the deity.+

The recording of law collections is well known in the ancient
Near East, and a number of such collections from Mesopotamia
and other civilizations are extant. Several Sumerian+* Ak-
kadian,+? and Hittite+c codes, and several codifications incorpor-
ated into the Old Testament are available, and indications exist
that Egypt, too, had law collections on papyrus.s Two immediate
purposes for such writings are evident, that of superseding oral
tradition and practices, and the aim of bringing the law into
line with changed social, economic, or political conditions. As
we have already pointed out (see p. 158), Mesopotamian codi-
fications under these circumstances become the repository of
aspirations to change such situations or to emphasize the king’s
or the god’s interest in the welfare of his subjects. To what
extent these laws actually became effective and under what
circumstances the letter of the law prevailed over the realities
of life need not concern us here. And yet it needs to-be said
that the fateful concept that reality should adjust to the require-
ments of a written corpus remains unknown to Mesopotamia—
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. and probably to the entire ancient Near East. Only in a late and
definitely peripheral development that sprang from the desire

to create, for ideological reasons, a specific social context did

Judaism succeed in creating such a pattern of behavior.

Not only laws but also sacred lore have been preserved in
writings in the civilizations with which we are concerned. By
“sacred lore” we should understand a record of the “story” of
a deity, of a religious figure, or of an ethnic or otherwise co-
herent unit, inasmuch as such a story is incorporated into the
ideology that sustains the circle of worshipers and the congre-
gation of believers. Records of this type are written down for
the purpose of maintaining a corpus of traditions, beliefs, and
precepts under changing social conditions or under outside
pressure. Writing, then, is used here for a reason basically
different from that which prompted the codification of the laws
of the region. It was to “freeze” a tradition, not to adapt and
adjust it to reality. Such written formulations were meant to
prevent hypertrophic growth of the corpus under inside pres-
sure, especially to restrain the theologian from reinterpreting
the story, elaborating it, embellishing, and thus distorting it.
Under such circuristances, several rather typical situations may
evolve. Thus, a text may come into being which reflects in its
wording both the influence of the pressure toward change and
the tendency to resist. The text of the Old Testament as it is
preserved shows clearly the imprint of such conflicts. Or the
text may remain basically unchanged but coexist with a
different tradition, overtly or covertly. A special situation seems
to have evolved in Mesopotamia with respect to the Epic of
Creation. As to topic and style of presentation, one is tempted to
see in it the formulation of theological tenets valid for an entire
civilization, somehow comparable with the Egyptian “theology
of Memphis.”® Such a view—suggested by the situation that
speaks out of Old Testament writings—is not acceptable for the
Enama elid. It was written relatively late, though probably
influenced by earlier texts and traditions, primarily for the
Marduk cult of Babylon. It represents a transformation to a
literary level of earlier and perhaps locally restricted practices
such as, for example, a mimic performance or the like that took
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place at a New Year’s ritual. Thus, even though the Eniima elis
offers the story of Marduk as creator and formulates a theo-
logical interpretation of this world, it was not used to communi-
cate to the believers a testimonial of the deity’s achievements
but as a vehicle for the expression of the priest-god relationship:
it was read to the god himself in the sacred seclusion of the
temple. It is a hymn in praise of Marduk by which the priest
extols his god.

Although there is no scarcity of documents bearing on history
in ancient Near Eastern sources, annals that record contemporary
events systematically appear only rarely and rather late. Many
of the documents that claim to be historiographic record events
for different purposes. Even such a famous and unique monu-
ment as the Egyptian Palermo Stone seems simply a list, in the
form of annals, of the donations of the Pharaohs to temples,
just as the lost Book of the Wars of Yahveh and certain Baby-
lonian chronicles or histories record victories and defeats only in
theological terms.? Still, these documents do presuppose a
tradition of annual recording that may have grown out of
bureaucratic practices maintained in temples and palaces.
Records containing data of such basic historiographic relevance
as the Old Babylonian date lists and lists of the Assyrian eponyms
were intended for practical purposes. For political, but at times
also for scholarly purposes, such materials were incorporated
or used in literary compositions.

The use of writing to record what we term today scholarly
data is old in Mesopotamia and was maintained there up to the
latest period. As early as the Old Babylonian period, we come
across objective and standardized reports on extispicies per-
formed by the diviners. The observation of specific features was
clearly separated from interpretation, which was based on
precedent, either directly or through deductive reasoning.
About a millennium later, the movements of the planets among
the constellations and the rising and setting of the sun and the
moon are described with adequate precision. Although no
textual evidence is available, we may safely assume that the
data of these observers enabled later Mesopotamian astronomers
to state certain events in the movements of the heavenly bodies
in mathematical terms and eventually provided the Greek
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astronomers of Alexandria with an important corpus of
information.

Writing was also used to communicate information on a
synchronic level, such as in letters, royal edicts, and public
announcements. The durable nature of the writing material
has put in our hands literally thousands of Mesopotamian
letters (see pp. 23 £.). Inscriptions of a public nature are used for
political and legal purposes. They appear on stone stelae of a
characteristic shape (Egypt, Syria, Mesopotamia) and on the
kudurru stones which represent a special development in
Babylonia. One specific use of this type of communication is
conspicuously absent in Mesopotamia: the funerary inscrip-
tions so important in circum-Mediterranean civilizations. These
texts address themselves to the passer-by, naming the deceased
and protecting the safety of his monument.?» The only text of
this kind found in Mesopotamia proper concerns the mother of
the Babylonian king, Nabonidus, who speaks to us in the first
person—as is typical in funerary inscriptions—of her life; then
her royal son reports on her burial in a postscript.® Form,
function, and style are at cross-purposes in this late and unique
document and characterize it as an oddity.

The considerable body of texts that existed both in Egypt and
Mesopotamia for the purpose of training the scribes and of thus
assuring the continuity of the craft and its tradition will occupy
us in the next section of this chapter.

Under “ceremonial uses of writing” one should place more
texts than one might expect to be listed under such a heading.
Here belong all those numerous inscriptions from Egypt and
Mesopotamia that were not intended to be read by human
eyes—or at least were not written for that specific purpose. All
the Egyptian mortuary texts, from the Pyramid texts to the
Book of the Dead, fall into this category, as do the innumerable
foundation documents in cuneiform from Babylonia and
Assyria—cones, prisms, barrels, and tablets. None of these
texts address living persons. These “ceremonial” inscriptions
give us most of the information we have on Egypt and Meso-
potamia. This is also true of the inscriptions carved beside
cataracts, on mountain slopes, and in gorges. Their primary
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purpose was to relate the king to his gods in a magic way.
Ceremonial writing is in evidence also on other levels, where its
magic function is obvious. The numerous amulet-shaped tablets
with cuneiform inscriptions and the phylacteries meant to
assure the well-being of children are examples.? The inscrip-
tions on Mesopotamian amulets range from spells against
demons to an entire literary opus (the Epic of Irra) meant to
protect a house against the plague. Outright magic is in evidence
in Egyptian “execration texts,”1° intended to destroy the enemies
whose names are written on them, as well as in the rarely
attested symbolic act of breaking a cuneiform tablet (evidently
inscribed with a list of cultic sins) to purify and to heal an
afflicted person.!!

The Scribes

The cuneiform source material is such that in it we have the
unique opportunity of observing the evolution of a writing
system. Nearly all but the very first stages are discernible, and
enough, if not too much, material is available to allow an
extensive discussion of the paleography and the history of the
system, the dynamics of its development, diversifying as well as
standardizing tendencies, several adjustments of the system to
internal changes, and its adaptation to foreign demands—to
mention at random some of the many aspects of this problem.

In the early, Sumerian, stage of the cuneiform system of
writing, we are able to observe better than in similar systems
the change from a “logographic” to a “phonographic’ technique
of writing. In a bureaucracy in which officials had to account
periodically for the movements of goods, staples, and animals
belonging to an authority, the use of word signs (logograms)
for these items and for a number of typical transactions was as
essential and probably as natural to the scribes as the use of
signs to render numbers and measures. Once the practice of
keeping written records became established, such symbols
were freely used to record quantities, qualities, and types of
objects as well as types of transactions. When, thereafter, the
need arose to refer to new objects, to new materials, to proper
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names (personal or geographical), the inventors of this system
made ingenious use of the accepted word signs, combining them
as signs for syllables to write the new terms—in short, used
them as “phonograms.” The syllables (normally monosyllables)
were read without regard to the meaning content which they
had when used as Jogograms. The result was a fateful mixture,
for the scribes neither discarded the use of a sign as a logogram
when elsewhere in the text it might appear as a phonogram nor
differentiated graphically or in any other way between logo-
grams and phonograms. This mixed system, employing signs
in two different functions, led to a number of complications
which made it necessary for scribes to undergo a long and
difficult training and brought about, in the long run, the dis-
appearance of the entire system. But one should stress that this
innate handicap must not be connected with the collapse of the
Mesopotamian system of writing because of the competition
with much simpler alphabetic systems. This would represent
an unwarranted simplification.

Alphabetic systems as such go back to a prototype which
represents an adaptation of the Mesopotamian technique of
writing, in the sense that the earliest known alphabetic signs
were written in wedges on clay.’2 Whether the later technique
of writing alphabetic signs with ink on parchment and wood
represents a direct development from the clay writing proto-
type, or whether the latter should be assumed a locally re-
stricted transfer from a still earlier ink writing to the use of
clay, is immaterial. The alphabetic systems did succeed, from
the last third of the second millennium B.c. onward, in crowding
out the cuneiform system, restricting it more and more to its
home territory, and they eventually invaded the latter. In
Babylonia proper, it was the replacement of the Akkadian
language by the Aramaic, not the competition with the more
efficient and easier system of alphabetic writing, that reduced
the use of the cuneiform system to an ever-dwindling number of
text categorles.

As a curiosum in this context should be mentioned the rise
of a late cuneiform system used by the Achaemenid rulers
(from the sixth to the fourth century B.c.) and attested in
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- southern Persia and Susa. The system presents a complex
hybrid containing logographic, syllabic, and alphabetic elements
and seems to owe its origin to the desire of the Persian kings to
have a “national” system of writing beside the systems used
for Babylonian and Elamite.!3 We may well say that the Persian
system owed its existence to considerations of prestige rather
than to the needs of a bureaucracy.

It is fairly certrain that the principle of logographic writing
was invented by the non-Sumerian predecessors of those
Mesopotamians who wrote the earliest intelligible records on
clay in Sumerian. The relationship between the posited proto-
Sumerian writing and the somewhat younger and still un-
deciphered writing system which we dub proto-Elamite—
because it has been found so far only in Elamite sites—remains
obscure. Equally problematic is the connection of this with
the Indus valley script. The decipherment of these writings
would shed light on the earliest stages of Mesopotamian writing,
but there is very little hope that the extant evidence will be
sufficient for decipherment. The Egyptian hieroglyphic system
is customarily assumed to have developed independently yet
under the stimulus of the cuneiform system. The concept of
writing spreads rather easily when a social organization has
reached a certain level and is still ready to react positively to
stimuli from the outside.

More valuable than to speculate about diffusion and relation-
ships is to investigate the characteristic uses made in several
civilizations of the technique as such. It seems that the transfer
from logographic to phonographic values was facilitated in
Mesopotamia by the polysynthetic character of the Sumerian
language as well as by the frequency of nouns composed with a
classifying element (in initial position) in that language. As |
have indicated, the development of Sumerian writing from
logographic to phonographic was never carried through to
completion. The slowly increasing practice of rendering spoken
relators—pre-, in-, and suffixed short syllables—in writing and
adding them to the logogram for the word itself further com-
plicated the system. The entire system was then transferred
from Sumerian to the Akkadian language. The phonograms
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were simply taken over even though their inventory falls far
short of the phonetic requirements of the first Akkadian dia-
lects (Tigrido-Akkadian, see p. 54) which utilized it. This resulted
in the appearance of a number of ambiguous writings caused
by the differences in the phonological systems of the two
languages. Certain logograms were taken over in order to
render roughly corresponding Akkadian nouns and adjectives—
and even verbs. To resolve doubts in identifying such words, it
became customary to add phonograms (mainly after the logo-
gram) in order to indicate explicitly what Akkadian word was
meant and in which grammatical form it was to be read. This
entire development was accompanied by a paleographic evolu-
tion which tended toward simplification and standardization of
sign forms as well as toward their reduction in number.

With the subsequent shift that brought early Old Babylonian
dialects (Euphrato-Akkadian, see p. 54) to dominance, paleo-
graphy and the system of writing changed even more decidedly.
Although the entire complicated and cumbersome system was
never completely abandoned wherever Akkadian was written
in cuneiform, the use,of word signs was greatly reduced in the
Old Babylonian period. Word signs were restricted to certain
often-occurring nouns, such as “god,” “king,” “silver,” and
“city.” Only slowly a small number of new signs came into use,
and other practices were evolved to render phoneric differences
that were significant for Akkadian. Even so, a number of signs
remained phonetically—and phonologically—ambiguous both
with respect to the contrast between voiced and voiceless
consonants and those with the so-called emphatic articulation.
This and the inherited polyvalence of certain signs—telltale
indications of the transfer from a non-Sumerian language to
Sumerian—made the task of the scribes still more difficult and
compelled them to study an extensive set of reference works for
a prolonged period. The scribes became thus, of necessity, a
group of highly trained experts (schooling methods will be
discussed presently). This explains the stagnation and regression
that soon after the transfers described enveloped the cuneiform
system of writing. No meaningful changes toward simplification
or increased efficiency occur, although complicated signs were
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discarded here and there, and in texts on very technical subjects
certain frequently used logograms appear in abbreviated form.
A strange reversal, to be noticed in the late Old Babylonian
period and appearing full-fledged in the Assyrian text collec-
tions of the first half of the first millennium, expresses itself in a
sharp increase in the use of logograms. This practice is restricted
to scholarly texts of a technical nature, mainly omen texts.
Logograms appear for nouns as well as for verbs and are pro-
vided with the minimum of phonetic complements necessary
to establish syntactic relations. Their use permits the scribe to
evolve a quasimathematical conciseness and formulaic brevity
of presentation which makes the texts of this type nearly
unintelligible to the uninitiated.

In spite of its obvious shortcomings and its cumbersomeness,
the writing system was elastic enough to be used for rendering
such foreign languages as Hittite, Elamite, Hurrian, and
Urartian. Only in a few instances did diacritical variations and
specific practices have to be invented to handle the alien
phoneme inventory without much distortion.r*

Paleographically speaking, periods, regions, and text types
became distinct as did certain physical features, the shape of the
clay tablets, the arrangement of lines and columns. Certain
over-all trends become obvious, especially differentiations
between cursive and monumental writing styles and between
Assyrian and Babylonian sign forms and scribal practices.
Schools of scribes are in evidence from the earlier periods;
training was not restricted to the use of the stylus, the teaching
of sign values and uses, and whatever knowledge of Sumerian
was considered necessary but included strict rules as to the
shape and physical preparation of the tablets and the
arrangement of the writing.

The smooth and plastic surface of wet clay can be easily
impressed with appropriate tools, and these impressions become
permanent whether the clay is kiln-fired or sun-dried. It is
sensitive enough to retain the finest lines of the stylus and all
the minute details of a cylinder seal rolled over the tablet or of a
stamp seal impressed on it. For writing purposes, clay was used
in three main forms: in tags or bullae which protected the knots
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made in the strings that safeguarded the contents of bags and
baskets; in tablets of a large variety of forms and sizes; and in a
number of ceremonial forms, such as prisms, cylinders, and
barrels, which hold many more lines than can tablets and are less
apt to break.

The wedges were impressed with a stylus, usually of reed but
sometimes of wood or other material. The stylus was also used
to make rulings; vertical lines, marking the columns, sometimes
were made by means of a thread pulled over the soft tablet.
Certain tablets are covered with a slip of finer clay that made
writing in small characters easier. The shapes of the rablets
differ widely, from thin squares the size of a postage stamp,
larger cushion-shaped forms with narrow or thick rims, to
beautiful large tablets measuring in a few instances up to a
yard; some are square, others oblong. Most of the tablets are
inscribed parallel to the short side. Each period and region show
characteristic preferences; the content of the rablet, moreover,
whether it is a legal tablet, a letter, or an administrative text,
influences its shape and size. One can often classify a clay
tablet without reading it. Frequently, tablets were imitated in
stone or metal, especially when used for important transactions
or as foundation deposits.

In the earliest period, individual words were written in the
form of vertically arranged signs within boxes placed in bands
side by side from right to left, as is best illustrated by the text
of the Codex Hammurapi, which is inscribed in this (at that
time already antiquated) way. Soon, a change of direction took
place: On small, hand-size tablets the writing was turned
90° to the left, so that the first word of a text written originally
downward with its syllable signs one under the other in the
first box at the right end of the tablet now appears in the first box
or line of the first column in the left upper corner. To inscribe
the reverse, the tablet was normally turned to bring its lower
edge to the top. Larger tablets were utilized in carefully laid-out
parallel columns in which the scribe wrote, proceeding from
left to right on the obverse and in the opposite direction on the
reverse. Certain important accounting tablets and all literary
texts reserve space in their last column for either a summing up
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or the title of the composition. This section, called the colophon,
contains, in a literary tablet, the information which a modern
book presents on its title page. It gives the title of the text—
usually the incipit or first line—the names of the owner and the
scribe, often the date, and pertinent remarks referring to the
original whichthe scribe had copied. Sometimes a text is declared
secret or curses are added against those who would remove the
tablet from its location without authorization or keep it
overnight. If a given literary or scholarly composition is too
extensive to be copied on one tablet, the colophon refers
expressly to this fact and indicates the first line of the tablet on
which the text is continued. Normally the tablets of such a
series are numbered, at times with double numberings referring
to sub-series. In libraries, the tablets of such a series seem to have
been stored on shelves or clay banks in bundles fastened by
strings with tags attached indicating the contents.’s Some of
these tags have been preserved, as well as catalogs which list
such series by titles and often give the number of the tablets
that make up the series.’¢ Clay jars held private archives; the
extensive records of the Ur III administration were kept in
baskets provided with appropriate labels of which we have
found quite a number. To facilitate the identification of a specific
tablet among those of a larger administrative archive, short
remarks were written on the rim of the tablet (Ur IIl); later,
Aramaic dockets were added to Neo-Babylonian business
documents for the scribes who apparently could not read easily
the cuneiform writing.16a

Two technologically interesting inventions were made to
replace hand writing by more efficient techniques but were
utilized very rarely by Mesopotamian scribes. The custom of
inscribing bricks for palaces, temples, and other buildings with
the name of the king and the building led to the invention of
clay stamps. Some of these stamps even made use of ingenious
interchangeable sign units, rather like movable type.’” Equally
noteworthy as an example of technological achievement was
the practice of the scribes in Elamite Susa, who resorted to the
use of cylinders on which were engraved curses that could be
transferred to the soft clay surface by rolling the cylinder over
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it in order to save themselves the bother of writing these
tiresome formulas by hand.r8

In the early first millennium B.c., scribes began to use long,
narrow wooden tablets provided with a thin layer of wax on
which they impressed the cuneiform signs. It is not quite clear
whether this was done in imitation of an alien technique of
writing or was an invention of the scribes for the purpose of
display. A set of such tablets was recently found. It consists of a
number of oblong ivory plates hinged end to end by means of
leather straps and opening like a screen.’? Clearly, it was more
convenient to carry such a “book” than a set of heavy and
bulky—and breakable—clay tablets. All the same, we would
have lost most of the literary and scholarly texts in cuneiform
had the practice of using these books been generally adopted.
There are indications that such books made of precious wood
panels were a luxury item. It is likely that Aramaic was written
in this way before the Akkadian scribes began to use it for
cuneiform and that with the loss of these fragile books an entire
literature in Aramaic may have perished in Mesopotamia.*

In contrast to Sumerian and especially Egyptian literature,
Akkadian texts only rarely extol the craft of the scribe and his
importance in society. We know next to nothing about the social
position, background, and political influence of Mesopotamian
scribes. The patrons of the craft were at first the goddess
Nisaba and, later, the god Nabu, in whose temple and chapels,
called Ezida, scribes used to deposit, as votive offerings, beauti-
fully written tablets. It is not known what the relationship
between these deities and the scribes implied. In a number of
instances one can observe that the lore of the scribe was handed
down in families. In general, education and training prepared
the apprentice to deal with every kind of text, as we know from
the bilingual compositions that describe the wide variety of
topics which made up the curriculum.2t There are only a few
indications of specialization in evidence; there were scribes
called tup3ar-eniima-Anu-Enlil because they were dealing with
astrological and astronomical tablets, and others who appear
as administrators among the officials of the court of Nebuchad-
nezzar Il as well as the “city scribes” who are mentioned among
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the top administrative officials in Middle Assyrian and Neo-
Assyrian texts. ‘

The characteristic method of training has left us countless
“school tablets”—mostly small, lentil-shaped disks—with a
sign, a word, or a short sentence in the teacher’s writing on one
side (or above a line), and on the reverse (or on the line below)
the pupil’s efforts to copy the example. Other tablets—often
rather poorly written—contain excerpts from several literary
works copied by the students.

Beginning with simple signs and sign groups, and progressing
to more complex and difficult arrangements, the student had
to copy and to learn by rote the pronunciation and the reading
of a wide variety of sequences of such signs and combinations of
signs. A well-established curriculum apparently had to be
followed not only with regard to the more elementary lists but
also with regard to the study of literary works. The very fact
that the first tablets of important-series are preserved in many
more copies than the following tablets—which, by the way,
leaves us much too often in doubt concerning the last tablets of
such compositions—illustrates this point. The apprentice scribe
was apparently not required to complete his copy of the series
before moving on to the next text of the prescribed curriculum.

The student copied these tablets not only for practice purposes
but, at times, also to reproduce the original for his master’s or
his own use, this being the usual way of building up a collection.
Individual and most probably all scholarly-minded scribes
succeeded in accumulating through the work of their pupils a
personal collection of tablets. Scribes and scribal schools attached
to palaces and especially to temples enjoyed an amount of
economic security and leisure that was bound to lead to an
increase of interest in specialized topics. This, in turn, created
such an accumulation of tablets dealing with scholarly pursuits
that Assyriologists like to call them libraries. Such libraries
have been found in Assur and in Sultantepe as well as in many
of the sites in southern Mesopotamia which have not been
excavated by professionals but were plundered toward the end
of the nineteenth century. But one should stress that a library in
our sense, a systematic collecting of texts copied for the purpose
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of being included in such a collection, existed in Mesopotamia
solely in Nineveh. Here, at the instance of Assurbanipal, king of
Assyria, such a library was assembled, and large sections of it
have been preserved. From his own letters, we know that the
king was eager to assemble the tablets, that he sent emis-
saries to Babylonia to look for certain texts, and that he showed
so much interest in this project that he himself decided which
tablets were to be put into the library and which to be omitted.22
Many texts were copied for the library in a standardized form,
with great care and scholarly accuracy; their colophons mention
the name of Assurbanipal and contain allusions to his interest in
literature and scholarship. We have estimated above (pp. 16 f.)
the number of tablets kept in the collection; here attention
should be drawn to the fact that no systematic study has yet
been undertaken to establish the contents of the library of
Assurbanipal or the provenience of tablets and text groups.
Nevertheless, there are indications that substantial parts came
from the old capital of Calah where Tiglath-Pileser I (1115~
1077 B.c.) seems to have brought together much earlier Baby-
lonian originals after his conquest of Babylon.2s And private
collections were apparently incorporated in the library of
Assurbanipal. An investigation of the original contents of the
Kuyundjik Collection is bound to yield important information
on the intellectual history of Assyria.

Primarily intended for teaching purposes but eventually
changing into the only accepted method of scholarly presenta-
tion, a text type of a special nature was created by Mesopotamian
scribes. These are texts containing nothing but lists of signs, sign
groups, or words arranged in narrow vertical columns. This list
of signs originally had the purposes of teaching the scribe how to
write a sign while memorizing its pronunciation; if one sign
had several readings, the sign was repeated as often as necessary.
From a purely mnemotechnic device, these lists developed into
a complex apparatus for the higher training of the scribes and
assumed several specific forms which a presentation of Meso-
potamian civilization cannot afford to omit. Their very number
imposes upon us the obligation to study these “syllabaries” or
“vocabularies.” These ancient lists have contributed greatly
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toward the decipherment of cuneiform writing and the establish-
ment of the basic facts of the Akkadian lexicon and grammar
from the earliest days of Assyriology. After the publication
of larger sections of these syllabaries before World War ], only a
few attempts were made to organize the texts and to investi-
gate their form and function. For thirty years, Benno Lands-
berger gave much of his time to the task of preparing these texts
for publication. By now a substantial part of the material has
appeared.z+

The following is a succinct presentation of these lists, arranged
typologically. We shall deal first with the sign lists. Three types
of sign lists seem to have existed in the early Old Babylonian
period. One type contains syllable-signs grouped according to
the vowel sequence u-a-i (e.g., bu-ba-bi); another arranges the
signs according to their forms in larger and smaller groups.
There is a third type, which Assyriologists call “Ea” after its
first sign. The first two types of sign lists were used in primary
education outside of Nippur, the third in Nippur itself. The first
group remained unchanged, but the second (called “Syllabary
a,” 82, in the early days of Assyriology) developed in a manner
worth discussing. The signs—written carefully one underneath
the other—were eventually provided on the left with their
reading in Sumerian (expressed in simple syllable signs) and, on
the right, with their Akkadian names. Thus three-column
syllabaries came into being in which vertical lines neatly
separated the individual columns (pronunciation : sign : sign
name).

The Nippur syllabary—the Ea type—proved an arrangement
that produced a complex chain of related lists. Originally, it
contained signs essential for reading and writing Sumerian on
an elementary level; it offered not only the signs but all the
specific readings they had due to the polyphonic nature of the
writing system. The prototype (now conventionally termed
Proto-Ea) was soon enlarged and enriched; an exhaustive series
comprising forty tablets was thus created which added to the
original arrangement, which was like that of S3, a fourth column
(at the extreme right) with the Akkadian translation of each
Sumerian logogram, often giving several Akkadian translations
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for one Sumerian sign. The Akkadians called it after its first
line 4 A=ndqu (literally, “a” is the pronunciation of the sign A
in the meaning “‘to complain”). In some versions, the column
with the sign names was omitted. For practical purposes,
excerpts were made of the full text; one such excerpt, on eight
tablets, is called ea A= ndqu. From the latter derives a two-
tablet compendium for elementary training (“Syllabary b,”
Sb) with only the most commeon signs and meanings.

An acrophonic list of signs and their compounds was used in
Nippur for the higher training of the scribes. The original
Sumerian list (now called Proto-Izi) was later enlarged, and
provided with Akkadian translations, into the series i z i= i{atu
(“izimeans fire”). It comprised at least sixteen tablets. Another
Nippur series served similar purposes: this is the originally
bilingual series diri pirt sidku= watru (“diri is the pronunciation
of the sign pirr called sidky literally [si-plus-aj in the meaning
“excessive”). In an acrographic arrangement, it restricts itself
to groups of signs whose Sumerian readings differ from that of
the individual components. It comprises seven tablets.

The trend toward bilingual lists (“vocabularies™) increased
from the Middle Babylonian period on. The new crop of lists is
arranged in groups of synonyms usually comprising three words.
One such list of more than ten tablets iscalled an.ta. gdl= Saqi;
another, of more than six, erim.h u ¥=anantu. Here also
belongs a topically arranged series a 1 a n=lanu, and one (siGq
+ ALAM= nabnitu) that contains, on more than thirty tablets,
Sumerian and Akkadian equations in which the principle of
arrangement is carried by the Akkadian column. It lists parts
of the human body, and verbs referring to their activities, in a
sequence which starts with the head and ends with the feet.

Special traditions in different periods and schools have left us
their traces in a number of fragmentary word and sign lists,
not to speak of fragments that may or may not belong to the
collections mentioned, many of which are only imperfectly
preserved.

We now turn to topically arranged word lists. They are
attested ar a very early period and became increasingly impor-
tant later on. They are composed exclusively of nouns and are
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organized in large groupings. Originally they consisted of
sequences of composite Sumerian nouns, that is, of nouns with a
classifying element in initial position (gi¥. m e s=mes-tree,
gi¥.gi¥immar=palm-tree, etc.) which served as a criterion
for the arrangement of the entries. Only later were they provided
with Akkadian translations, the reliability of which is in some
instances impaired by the time lag. We thus have word lists
offering us the names of trees, of wooden objects, of stars, of
garments, and of many more classes of objects. From Sumerian
prototypes thus developed in the late Old Babylonian period a
famous bilingual series of twenty-two tablets (tablets 3-24)
called HaR.ra= hubullu. It deals with the following topics:
trees, wooden objects, reeds and reed objects, earthenware,
leather objects, metals and metal objects, domestic animals,
wild animals, parts of the human and animal body, stone and
stone objects, plants, fish and birds, wool and garments,
localities of all description, and beer, honey, barley, and other
foodstuffs. Each left-hand column contains a Sumerian term
beginning with the essential classifier, and the right-hand column
translates either the entire Sumerian word or an important
section of it. Eventually, many of the Akkadian words became
rare or even obsolete, and, in a new series, a second Akkadian
column with an explanation was added which supplemented
the old by a new word. This new series, collecting all the com-
mented terms in a three-column arrangement, was called
HAR.GUD= imrit= ballu, i.e., “mur-fodder for oxen= fattener=

(new term) mixture (of fodder).” On four tablets, another series
of the topical type deals with designations of human beings such
as officials, craftsmen, cripples, and social classes. It is obvious
that these lists represent unique material not only for the lexico-
grapher but for the student of technology. In fact, they have not
begun to yield all the information they contain.

Since the list was accepted as the characteristic tool for teach-
ing and philological research, other works pertaining to these
activities were cast in the same form. A number of grammatical
texts designed to teach Sumerian morphology to Akkadian
scribes are preserved in list form dating from the Old as well as
from the Neo-Babylonian period. To illustrate the dialectal
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differences within Sumerian, a series was created which lists
first the dialectal (e m e. saL), then the main dialect word, and
gives the Akkadian translation in its third column (the series is
called: dimmer=dingir=ilu).2s An Old Babylonian com-
pendium from Nippur, called ana ittidu, that contains legal
formulas to train the scribes for the correct phrasing of deeds
and contracts, is preserved.z¢ Excerpts thereof form, for un-
known reasons, the first two tablets of the series HaAR.ra= pubullu,
which thus differ completely from the balance of this work as
described above. What appears to represent a kind of pharma-
copoeia (U uru.an.na= U mastakal)?? is likewise styled as a list
and so are, quite naturally, enumerations of gods and goddesses
and catalogs of stars. Also to be mentioned are synonym lists
which explain rare and obsolete or dialecral Akkadian words
by more common terms and therefore have Akkadian in both
columns. They are of late origin. To a still higher level of scribal
training belong those specialized list arrangements that are, in
fact, reference books. Thus we have texts which describe in
detail the appearance of stones and plants, giving their names
in each instance. Their functional use cannot be established, but
they should not be adduced as evidence of scientific interest in
mineralogy or botany.28

The preceding presentation has stressed, and in certain
instances possibly even overstressed, the operational element in
the rise and development of the numerous lists we have been
discussing. The operational interpretation seems to me to be
simpler and to fit the essential features of the lists more ade-
quately than to invoke such a quasi-mythological concept as
Ordnungswille, according to which the scribes who made these
lists aimed at “organizing” the universe around them by listing
what they saw of it in word signs written in narrow columns on
clay.2s Equally unwarranted seem to me to be the claims that
the word lists with names of plants, animals, and stones, are the
beginnings of botany, zdology, and mineralogy, respectively.
Such claims originate in the climate of today’s opinion in which
achievements in what we choose to term “science” are con-
sidered essential in an alien civilization if it is to be worthy of
study. What we have to see in these numerous and diversified
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lists is much the same process of growth by accretion, the
same preference for additive elaboration and amplification
(rather than structural changes) which we can observe in Meso-
potamian legal practices, in the evolution of the votive inscrip-
© tions, in the layout of a temple, to mention some few examples.
A formally very simple and short pattern is utilized by the
scribes to render a large variety of complex and elaborate
contents. In this way the form as such does not exercise any
tyranny, nor does it coerce the content, but serves as vehicle;
in fact, it forms a matrix for a progressive development. The
results of such an attitude can be judged adequately only from
the angle which is indicated by the basic form pattern; from any
other point of view a confused and blurred picture results.

We have already discussed the evidence for “political”
bilinguality without reference to the scholarly side of this
phenomenon. The traditional bilinguality of the Mesopotamian
scribe was maintained by the training in which a great deal of
Sumerian material was used. Interest in Sumerian grammar
and lexicography was effectively kept alive by the use of Sumer-
ian in certain religious contexts, and the “stream of tradition™
which included a number of Sumerian texts with interlinear
Akkadian translation contributed toward maintaining this
bilinguality. The translations of Sumerian texts were first written
as glosses (in smaller characters) below the Sumerian or in the
free spaces left on the line, then on separate and indented lines
below the Sumerian text, very rarely only on the reverse of a
tablet that carried the Sumerian on its obverse. The reliability
of these translations varies greatly, but their importance for the
investigation of Sumerian was discovered early. Again, we are still
without systematic investigation of these text categories thar
represent an important and very early linguistic achievement of
the scribes of Mesopotamia. These texts are either religious in
nature and function or “magic,” e.g., the extensive series utukke
lemniiti (“Evil demons”) and similar compositions. Only quite
rarely was Sumerian poetry translated (the works called
Lugale u; melambi nergal and Angimdimma)
or were some of the very extensive proverb collections of
the Sumerians provided with an added translation in Akkadian.
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The Creative Effort

It is difficult to discuss the creative effort of an alien literature for
the benefit of a reader who is, at best, familiar with only a small
number of well-known and often translated texts. By refusing
to escape into a listing of the various types of literary forms
evolved in Mesopotamia and to offer translations of selected
passages, I will have to steer a difficult course between a dis-
cussion of poetic forms of expression and an inventory of poetic
topics. This will leave the basic question of the nature and goal
of the creative effort largely unanswered but may allow the
reader to form an idea of the nature of this effort, if only in an
indirect way.

When one applies the characterization “literary” to all
cuneiform texts that are not concerned with the direct com-
munication of information, two basic form patterns can be
discerned. One is patently “poetic” inasmuch as tenor, range,
and means of expression are restricted and formalized; the other
is more difficult to grasp because the restrictions are less obvious
and act on a more subtle level.

We begin with a discussion of texts of the first type. They are
diversified in their background, mood, and function but are
united by such features as the rhythmic organization of their
sentence units and sub-units, the structural organization linking
these “verses”—sentence units, to be exact—into smaller
(distichs) or larger groups (strophes, stanzas), and by their
vocabulary and distinctive topical range. The rhythmic organ-
ization articulates the entire sentence structure into sub-units of
four ro six or seven words; the particular stress features of these
words are utilized in a pattern of two half-verses separated by a
caesura, which the scribes often carefully indicate by leaving a
blank space. It still remains uncertain—but is not relevant at this
point—whether this verse pattern utilizes stress or syllable
length, or both, to arrange the words or word groups within the
sentence. Neither alliteration nor rhyming devices are used to
link the half-verses across the caesura or the distichs within the
carefully maintained external verse arrangement. All inter-
relation is done on the level of meaning. The meaning content
of each verse appears normally in two parallel formulations
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separated by the mentioned caesura—a pattern that is termed
parallelismus membrorum. While in such instances the first
member formulates a subsection of the sentence in some
“rhythmic” manner, the second echoes it in a slightly different
wording, preferably in an even more “poetic” diction, i.e., with
the use of words less well known or words endowed with more
refined connotations. This rather primitive arrangement can
be replaced by one that embraces the half-verses of the entire
distich, and even more lines if special effects are looked for. All
this is meant to link together verses with meaning patterns
which make use of the poetic tension evolving from the parallel
formulations of the same or of opposite statements. Here are
two examples:

When above : the heaven had not been named [yet]
below the earth : had not been called by name—
or
Even the gods became afraid of the flood,
they retreated, they went off to the heaven of Anu;
[there] they are lying at the outside [of heaven] cowering like dogs.
I3tar screams  like a woman in labor,
the Lady-of-the-Gods moans—she whose voice is [so] lovely.

The poetic impression is conveyed by a number of factors—the
careful segmentation of the information into small meaning
units, the elaborate echoing, repeating and counterpointing, of
these units by means of the skeleton of the over-all verse
arrangement. Texture is added through the selection of words
that are subtly distinguished either through semantic nuances or
through rare or artificial morphological features. Much still
escapes us of the poetry inherent in certain modifications of the
verbal stem, the choice of noun formation, the application of a
sophisticated synonymy which weighs not only words but
syllables. Both the dynamics of the meaning distribution and
the charm conveyed by the variety and breadth of the vocabu-
lary are fused into a poetic unit by the organizing principle of
the over-all rhythmization of the poem. As said above, we are
unable to analyze the elements that carry the rhythm, but it is
clearly applied in two stages: the individual verses are held
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together by a pattern that allows more weight (and words) to
the second half, and the strophic structure which links the
sequence of verses in groups of two or more uses the same
metric device to accentuate that grouping. In this respect we
often come across apparent irregularities which cannot be
described in rational terms but which may well have contri-
buted in keeping the attention of the listener. Whether these
and other irregularities in the rhythmic structure were purpose-
ly applied, simply tolerated, or to be corrected when the poem
was recited in the appropriate way, we cannot tell. Questions of
this sort are linked to the phonemic role of stress and vowel
quantity within the spoken language and to the history of the
poetic genre under discussion. Was it meant to be recited or was
it to be sung, alone, to the accompaniment of musical instru-
ments or with a choir? Additional complications are brought in
if there existed a dichotomy in the poetic tradition of Meso-
potamia, the Sumerian poetic form and content contrasting
with the Akkadian and even general Semitic background. It is
in view of such problems that we must concentrate our interest
on the descriptive rather than the historical aspects of
Mesopotamian poetry.

It is evident that poetry of this form is best fitted to deal with
descriptions and with orations and hymnic addresses, all easily
subdivided into short statements which the poet uses to shape
a poem. The slow and stately pace that such poetry achieves is
not suited to the presentation of dramatic incidents. Hence a
restriction of topics; only certain situations were considered
suitable material for poetry; others had to be transformed or
transposed for this purpose. When one reads the description of
Marduk’s fight against Tiamat (see p. 264), the passages of the
Epic of Gilgamesh which deal with the events leading up to the
great Flood that destroyed nearly all mankind, or such short
pieces as the story of Adapa (see p. 267), one cannot fail to
notice the effects of this specific poetic style. The poet shows his
interest in solemn speeches, in the description of objects and of
preparations and the effects of certain acts and situations, with
an abundance of verses intended to entertain the reader or
listener rather than to advance the story. Crucial events and
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decisive changes in fortune are stated in a minimum of verses.
The resulting impression is that of a sequence of static situations
connected by a few succinct lines in which the story progresses.
All this in combination with the patent lack of interest in
dealing with the setting of the events in relation to either the
realities of life or to the background against which the events
take place account for the curious lifelessness of much of the
epic literature in cuneiform. Of course, an ingenious poet can
make sophisticated use of the same features, and the late version
of the Epic of Gilgamesh bears evidence in several instances to
such artistry.

Having discussed what we have termed the first type of
literary creations, i.e., that which is poetic and cast in well-
established forms, we turn to the second type. The poetic
aspirations of the latter manifest themselves on a more subtle
level, and form and content requirements are more difficult to
establish. Into this category I would like to place royal inscrip-
tions from Babylonia and Assyria insofar as they contain more
than the minimal wording necessary for this text type and do
not represent schematized reports on campaigns. Whenever
these texts turn to descriptions of the locale, deserts or moun-
tains, forests or swamps, or to descriptions of the heroic achieve-
ments of the king and the intervention of the deities in battles
or other emergencies, they shift perceptibly from the weari-
some patter of official diction into a style that can only be
described as poetic. In vividness of expression, these passages
in royal inscriptions are usually far more poetic than verse in
meter. Nothing better illustrates this than a comparison of
Sennacherib’s report on the battle of Halule with that crucial
mythological, or cosmological, contest between Marduk and
Tiamat described in the fourth tablet of the Eniima elif, the
Creation story.’® In the latter, after preparations and cumber-
some deliberations are rendered at length, only twelve verses
are dedicated to the battle itself. The victory of Marduk is not
very thrilling, based as it is on a primitive stratagem, a trick en-
countered often enough in folklore.st The form is poetic but
neither the mood of the incident nor the style of the presenta-
tion deserves this characterization. Quite different is the way in
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which the battle of Sennacherib is presented. It is told in fifty
long lines and exhibits such brio, such patent delight in the
furor and the joys of the fight, that one forgets it is—formally—
written in prose. The imagery is vivid and novel and judiciously
mixes crass naturalism with a hectic flight of religious imagina-
tion. In short, it mirrors the existence of an established literary
tradition that well knew how to utilize the formal and lexical
possibilities of the language, that dared to be inventive in its
similes and did not refuse to see the realities of the battlefield
amid the description of the gory triumph. This battle account
and the descriptions of the landscape in Sargon’s report on his
campaign through the mountains and forests of Armenia, the
fantastic account of Esarhaddon’s travels through the deserts of
Arabia, and Assurbanipal’s redundant but intense report on the
defeat of the rebellious Arabs, are easily superior to contempor-
ary Assyrian compositions intended as poetry. The description
of Nebuchadnezzar I in the fight against Elam shows a kindred
spirit, although transposed to a Babylonian “key.”32 Even if one
links the emergence of this new style in historical inscriptions at
the beginning of the first millennium to certain literary works
in the poetic style of Mesopotamia (see below), one wonders
why two poetic traditions, one in historical texts, the other in
the traditional literary genres, coexisted in Mesopotamia.
Even if it was stylistically not acceptable to have royal inscrip-
tions written in poetic form, a genetic relationship seems to
have existed between Sumerian royal hymns and texts of our
type as is borne out by the exalted, hymnic diction of certain
sections of Assyrian royal inscriptions.

In discussing the problem of poetic form, we have been
dealing with that of poetic content as well. We have suggested
that the description of static situations, of the features of objects
and the rendering of speeches was preferred to the narration of
dramatic happenings. Only rarely—as in the isolated Old
Babylonian Gilgamesh fragments (see below, p. 261)—is some
atrention granted to the realities of a scene, an attempt made to
render a non-mythological locale, or the personal reaction of the
individual to the world around him.33 There is no scarcity of
passages that do credit to the power of observation of the poet
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and his readiness to make use of such observations in his
imagery; still, the marvels of the cosmos, the magic of symbolic
dreams, and, above all, the solemn speeches of the protagonists
take up much of the text of the known epics.

We turn now to a presentation of content and a discussion of
the individual style and of the state of our knowledge concerning
the most important literary texts. In order not to let this pre-
sentation degenerate into an enumeration of literary works or
an inventory of extant fragments, we shall restrict the area of
our interest. The literary history of Mesopotamia cannot be
more than outlined, and it is open to serious doubt—and I am
inclined to side here with the skeptics—whether enough
material is available to embark on the venture of writing such
a history.

In the creativity of Mesopotamia we have at hand a unique
opportunity to observe the extent of the reinterpretation of the
Sumerian legacy. This legacy was either maintained or ela-
borated upon as in the realms of the other arts and the realm of
technology or was left far behind, as in divination and the
sciences; the situarion in respect to literature is far more com-
plex. In astonishing richness and variety, Babylonian literary
production had soared into pre-eminence when the Sumerian
formulation of Mesopotamian civilization was still very much
in evidence, albeit in decline. Nevertheless, a wide range of
Sumerian topical inventory and of literary techniques, in
modified form, was accepted as the basis of Babylonian litera-
ture. As far as our present knowledge goes, this represents a
unique phenomenon in Mesopotamian cultural history, al-
though one day a broader and deeper understanding of the
development of religious concepts may show parallel instances.

Foremost among Mesopotarmian epics in Akkadian—and not
only in size and state of preservation—is the Epic of Gilgamesh.
An idea of Mesopotamian literary achievement at its best—
its literary trends and topical composition—may be gained from
a study of what is known of this important work. The latest
version of the epic is preserved in the library of Assurbanipal
on twelve tablets containing more than 3,000 lines and on a
number of small fragments dating from the Neo-Babylonian
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period. The earlier material is available in Sumerian versions,
in a few Old Babylonian tablets, and in a small number of copies
found further west, one in Boghazkeui, one in Megiddo,332 and
one, quite recently, in Ugarit.3+ Both Hittite and Hurrian trans-
lations come from Boghazkeui.3s In spite of the relative abun-
dance of material, it is still not possible to restore the entire
story withour gaps, which occur at crucial junctures. Before we
turn to a discussion of the epic, the often repeated assertion must
be refuted that it is to be considered a literary work of such
essential and representative nature as to be termed a “‘national”
epic. Apart from the fact that all so-called national epics from
Vergil’s Aeneid on are patent imitations of Homeric epics, the
imposition of such a time-bound pattern on Mesopotamian
literary history should be rejected a priori. Moreover, there is
no evidence in cuneiform texts that the Epic of Gilgamesh, or
$a nagba imuru as the Akkadians also called it (after its incipit),
had any special position in their literary tradition. On the
contrary, there are indications that the entire epic, which
so much appeals to us, was little known in Mesopotamia
proper.

For all its sweep, the variety of its adventures, its human
appeal and often exquisite poetry, the epic failed to interest the
Mesopotamian scribes. The few extant fragments as yet cannot
be linked, even provisionally, in a textual history. The version
from the royal library in Nineveh is still the most important;
without the information it contains we could hardly make sense
of the several earlier fragments. The lack of response to the
epic is evident in the absence of quotations from it in literary
texts or in texts from outside the stream of tradition. These
same texts, however, contain a number of direct quotations and
paraphrased segments of the Epic of Irra, which shows that this
composition had much wider currency than that of Gilgamesh in
the same period. More important still is that none of the striking
personalities and the memorable events and achievements
which the Epic of Gilgamesh offers so abundantly are more than
alluded to in the rest of the literature. Nor has the fantastic
world of the epic left any clear traces in Mesopotamian icono-
graphy.36 This is in contrast to the numerous, obvious, and
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fascinating parallels the story offers to Old Testament, Ugaritic,
and Greek mythological motifs and figures and the popularity it
enjoyed outside of Mesopotamia. A Greek writer even offers us
a somewhat different version of the Epic of Gilga