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Remember thee! 
Ay, thou poor ghost, 
While memory holds a seat 
In this distracted globe


Hamlet, Act 1, Scene 5









This book is dedicated 
to the memory of 
W.G. Lambert (1926–2011),
 who taught me to read and understand 
cuneiform writing 


Requiescat
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Author’s Note 


Let’s talk of graves, or worms, and epitaphs;


	Make dust our paper


Richard II, Act 3, Scene 2


I myself have never seen a ghost. I have often wondered about them though, ever since my lifelong friend Peter Blakebrough saw one in, he thinks, about 1958, when he was seven. He first told me about what happened in 1971, and his description made a huge and lasting impression on me. I have kept an optimistic eye open for a ghost ever since, and in some unfathomable way Peter’s Lady in Black from those early days became part of my own life memories. Later, my doctoral thesis on Babylonian exorcistic magic contained cuneiform spells for driving ghosts away, the first time that Mesopotamian ghosts in particular reared their heads over the parapet, crooking a bony finger. In all the subsequent decades, however, I have still never seen a ghost for myself, even in the shadier vaults of the British Museum, where the ancient dead can lie peacefully, and many of the living have witnessed strange things. Sometimes I have crouched immobile in the evening darkness at the top level of our Victorian Arched Room library, like a wildlife photographer at a waterhole, waiting in silence for a spectral figure who has, they say, more than once been observed. For me, though, no shady visitor.


I have met many persons of honesty and integrity who tell me that they have seen a ghost in the course of their own modern lives and I cannot find a single reason whatsoever to disbelieve them. When you poke about, in fact, a surprising number of individuals will admit to ghostly experience, as long as they feel secure from ridicule. At a twelve-seater dinner party, for example, the provocative, test-case remark that, ‘So-and-So told me the previous day that they’d seen a ghost, and how can people be so daft nowadays?’ will be met with the kind of silence during which guests look quickly at one another, until someone says, tentatively, ‘Well, you say that, but a strange thing happened to me once years ago …’ The ice shattered, you learn soon thereafter that someone else’s auntie had revealed that, ‘before the war, her cousin or was it second cousin, saw her dead father on the garden swing’, and then, apparently, ‘someone’s friend at work’s sister was in hospital and, one night when everybody was asleep, she saw, clear as day, a bent figure walk the length of the ward and pass through the wall’, and so forth. I dare say that eight out of the given twelve will, thus encouraged, come forth with something comparable that they once heard of or witnessed, never could explain, and ever after tucked away.


Uncounted writers and journalists have turned their attention to ghosts, evaluating testimonies and statements through ghost stories ‘real’ and invented, chronicling outright sensationalism enlivened by fraud or scientific scepticism. Ghosts are often in the newspapers today. Among such contributions, historical appraisal of the ghost phenomenon is far from plentiful, and the further one goes back in time, the less information tends to be incorporated. Many commercial ghost writers, indeed, have no idea that anything is known of ghosts before, say, the Middle Ages, or even the nineteenth century ad. Few sample the very copious and wonderful evidence in Greek and Latin, or consider the Bible and the cultures of Egypt and Mesopotamia. All these ancient writings stand directly ancestral to beliefs that remain prevalent in our modern, derivative world.


Least well known to the historically inclined ghost-hunter are the written works of the Mesopotamians of ancient Iraq: Sumerians, Babylonians and Assyrians. Using their cuneiform inscriptions, we can look in on – for the first time in history – a complete, functional and in no way alien human system that covers death, burial, afterlife and, above all, ghosts. Abundant and surprising details have been preserved in their tablets of clay, almost as if they anticipated our interest to come, millennia after those beleaguered individuals and their spell-brandishing exorcists fell silent in the dust.


This book has been written to breathe life into dry bones and install Mesopotamian ghosts firmly on the historical ghost map. They are, quite literally, the first ghosts in human history that we can really speak about, for we can read and understand the Mesopotamians’ own words on the subject today, often more than four thousand years later, from their day-to-day inscriptions excavated out of the ground. There is no book in existence in any modern language that even begins to cover all we know about Mesopotamian ghosts, but there are extraordinary riches within these pages to surprise the interested reader.


I have tried to write with understanding about the people and the ghosts of Mesopotamian antiquity in their own terms: in their world, persons saw ghosts all around them and no one individual disbelieved anyone else. I have translated or retranslated all the cuneiform texts in Sumerian and Akkadian used in this book. The clay tablets on which these messages to us were inscribed are often remarkably durable, but also vulnerable; few survive without some gaps in the wording or broken or unreadable portions. In the translations that follow, three dots indicate either an accidental break in the original, or words or phrases that I have left out for brevity or clarity. I have tried not to burden the text with too many ‘strange’ words and names, but they aren’t strange at all, and a handful of terms in Sumerian or Akkadian will soon become perfectly familiar to anyone attracted by the subject of this book. It is quite wonderful that today we can idly bandy about the very names of their once terrifying gods, demons and ghosts, and the mortal practitioners who had to deal with them, considering that their writing and languages have been dinosaur-extinct for over two thousand years. There are many new discoveries and ideas in this work, and I have tried at all times to give these ancient people their voice, since their familiar fears and timeless humanity come down to us unmistakably through their writings from so long ago and will resonate with many a modern reader.


Ghosts, of course, have walked by our side since time immemorial, and did not begin with the ancient Mesopotamians. The belief that the dead can return and interact with the living is so extremely deep-seated and so universally distributed throughout time and geography that it could be classified – were we Martian encyclopaedists armed with pencil and notebook – as one clear component of basic humanity. It is the purpose of this book to seek out, with the help of archaeology and, especially, the most ancient writing, the very first ghosts within our reach.
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Ghosts at the Beginning 


What’s past is prologue


The Tempest, Act 2, Scene 1


The Belief in Ghosts


This book documents the earliest known evidence in the world for what is conveniently referred to as the ‘belief in ghosts’. We can point to the very word for ghost on a tablet of clay from near the beginning of the third millennium bc, some five thousand years ago. This is a fact incontrovertible. Ghosts, therefore, were there already; gratuitous trouble-makers going about their affairs in what we today call the ‘Middle East’: we can pin them to the spot like a butterfly on a card. One line of cuneiform writing, however, does not mark the beginning of it all, but happens merely to be our earliest flag-post. On the contrary, we must suspect ghostly presences hovering much further back in time, remote indeed beyond imagination. Here, then, we must zoom in for a moment on our ancestral social world, to that stage when deliberate burial was first taken for granted.


The First Burials


Palaeontologists at work on the very inception of human evolution think and work in terms of hominins, the wider group of primates among which we Homo sapiens came to belong. The essential perspective in this form of science is as long as can be, sweeping back through the archaic members of the genus Homo, early Homo sapiens and the Neanderthals of the Middle Palaeolithic to the Early and Mid-Upper Palaeolithic and the Late Upper Palaeolithic world. Time here has no concern with our familiary bc and ad but is expressed simply as BP, ‘before present’, or in nicely rounded MYRs, ‘million-years’. The extraordinarily remote evidence for the archaeologist is delicate, elusive and often equivocal.


Crucially, burial is not compelling of itself in our search for ghosts, for there were always many reasons for rapid burial of the dead; it was understood before thought itself what happened to corpses, diseased or otherwise, and there was the question of, say, respect for the dead, or predators. Archaeologically speaking, burial as such carries no implication necessarily different from waste disposal. The gradual establishing of deliberate burial in early ancestor communities, however, must have led to significant consequences. Shared ritual tied with mourning would come to teach that individual life itself was finite. With the development of abstract thought and the sharing of language and experience, the great lesson would come to be explicitly, rather than instinctively, understood: all that lives must die, passing through nature to eternity.


Burial, mourning and group social cohesion in the face of death are not, however, exclusively human territory. Paul Pettitt sets the stage for his Palaeolithic Origins of Human Burial looking at live modern primates, chimpanzees coping with death. Elephants, the most celebrated of mourners, cover a dead elephant with branches and earth, examining and fondling the bones of their relatives and often returning to them long after, and comparable behaviour in many other species has been recorded. The importance of such evidence is that mourning and burial activity are part of the deep animal world itself, and it is from that remotest of backdrops that pre-human and human ideas have ultimately crystallised. Eventually we come to Neanderthal burials and Homo sapiens burials.



Early Homo sapiens burials



Following Pettitt’s survey, the first examples of simple inhumation – the deliberate creation of a space in which to deposit and cover a corpse – are only evident after ~120,000 BP. Down to ~60,000–50,000 BP a good number of early Homo sapiens burials are known in the Middle East and Europe that, broadly speaking, pre-date the known Neanderthal burials of the same geographical areas. Certain sites indicate grouped burials and elements that might reflect funerary activity, although it has not always been possible to establish which archaeological features are deliberate and which fortuitous. At the cave site Mugharet-es-Skhul or Mount Carmel, in Israel, for example, the remains of ten individuals were excavated, some if not all of whom had been deliberately buried, lying on their side in a foetal position. Not far away, near Nazareth, thirteen skeletons were found at the cave known as Djebel Qafzeh; one had a mandible of a wild boar placed in the angle between the left forearm and right arm, and another included part of a large bovid cranium.


Early Neanderthal burials


Ironically, it was a famous cluster of dead Neanderthals that brought them disconcertingly back to life, given that they had long been condemned as loping and lugubrious knuckle-trailers, although modern archaeological assessment now increasingly credits them appreciatively with care for the sick, use of symbols, sophisticated communal hunting, some expressions of art and burying their dead. Excavations during the 1950s and 1960s in Shanidar Cave in north-eastern Iraqi Kurdistan uncovered many Neanderthal skeletons, some thought to have been killed by a rock fall from the roof, others apparently deliberately buried. That discovery in itself was greeted at the time by substantial publicity, but far more appealing to the media at large was the fact that one grave seemed to have contained flowers, thereby creating a seductive picture of human-like compassion, care for the sick and dying. In 1971 Ralph Solecki, the dig director, published Shanidar, the First Flower People, at a time when abundant flower people were alive and kicking to celebrate the news. Later, sadly perhaps, the flowery remains – actually clumps of pollen grains – were shown to be later intrusions due to some meddlesome burrowing rodent, but Solecki’s conclusion that ‘the first stirrings of social and religious care’ are reflected in the whole of the mortuary assembly at Shanidar is nonetheless hard to gainsay. Recent excavations in the same cave, in fact, now confirm deliberate burial at Shanidar by finding an additional skeleton carefully laid out in a grave that had clearly been dug down into a lower layer. The excavators date this individual to between 70,000 and 60,000 years ago. Perhaps the cave was a burial site over a long period to which they returned again and again. We know that Neanderthals and Homo sapiens existed contemporaneously, and much-publicised DNA findings show that there was interbreeding. Perhaps burial practice was another form of shared experience.


Neanderthals are accessible to us in some measure from about 400,000 BP until about 40,000 BP, spread from the Atlantic to the Urals, down into south-west Asia, and in Israel and Iraq. Homo sapiens, out of Africa in about 100,000 BP, reach Europe in about 40,000 BP. It is perhaps hardly a coincidence that the long-running and hardly changing world of the Neanderthals should come to an end with the arrival of close but different relatives.


Homo sapiens sapiens Burials with Grave Goods



Undertakers really got to work in the Upper Palaeolithic, let us say 50,000 years ago, when graves and grave goods became commonplace, remaining so, practically speaking, in archaeology ever after. Whoever laid sword or ploughshare next to their father’s stilled right thigh in a leaky dugout knew that this was not the complete end.



Afterlife Implications



In the more complex graves of later archaeology a deceased person can be sent off with tools, luxury goods, jewellery, weapons, horses and chariots, servants and gold, all of which imply unmistakeably that the stuff would be needed on arrival, wherever that might be. It is equipment for the coming new existence, modelled inevitably on the old one. In this regard there is no intrinsic difference between one wispy bracelet of cracked beads and the entire contents of Tutankhamun’s burial chambers. Grave goods might reflect any number of cultural ideas and traditions, as well as wealth, honour or status, but whenever graves included goods side by side with the deceased, we are entitled to assume an underlying belief that some part of that individual was believed to be going somewhere. The ‘somewhere’ framework, from its very inception, is inevitably predicated on the idea, hunch-like, sketchy or sharply visualised, of an afterlife.


From monumental, diverse and complex material over which we can only drift in the slipstream of seasoned palaeontologists and archaeologists, we can distil for the purposes of this enquiry three evolved strands of human belief. They are interwoven and interdependent to such an extent that one can hardly have prevailed without the others. All three are implied by burial with bits:


1.	Something survives of a human being after death.


2.	That something escapes the grasp of the corpse and goes somewhere.


3.	That something, if it goes somewhere, can quite reasonably be expected to be capable of coming back.


From this vantage point we should reckon that ghosts arrived on stage by the Upper Palaeolithic, perhaps around 50,000 bc. The simple conception that something recognisable of a dead person might at some time return to human society seems to me neither fanciful nor surprising. Its roots originate at that developmental horizon where burial with goods became the norm for the first time.


In contrast to mourning and burial, it is the deep-seated conception that some part of a person does not vanish forever that separates us absolutely from the whole animal kingdom. No gorilla or bald-headed eagle ever had an inkling of their inner self finishing up somewhere once the proud body had collapsed into chemicals. It is only the early human mind that grew to strive against the prospect of the final annihilation of self, a hallmark rebellion that became hard-wired into, and always an essential element of, human nature. It is the incalculable antiquity of the first stirrings towards post-mortem existence that explains the enduring and universal belief in ghosts. Ghosts have waited in the wings from the beginning and have fluttered persistently as part of human cultural, religious or philosophical baggage ever since. Practically speaking, as a result, they are inexpungible.


The material in the following chapters derives exclusively, I must stress, from written records: we are no longer constrained to theorise and dispute over mute, rescued fragments from the silence of prehistory; we start off on our own journey with the words and ideas of the ancients themselves. It seems to me that human records en bloc delineate two phases within what we might call the ghost business over the five-thousand-year-span of its trackable history:


Phase 1 is when every individual in a given society believed in ghosts, not as a matter of faith or defiance, but simply because they were just considered to be part of daily life. It was not, in fact, a question of belief, but of acknowledgment. Here, the world of the ancient Mesopotamians is a perfect example.


Phase 2 is when the simplicity of that belief was exposed to and overlaid by religious, philosophical or scientific thinking. This complex of overlay imposed questions, scepticism, outrage and ridicule, eventually reducing the topic to private and chiefly unarticulated belief, but without in any way dislodging its deep-seated hold. Here, modern European society is a perfect example.


It is claimed, and hopefully demonstrated throughout these pages, that long-dead Mesopotamians believed in their ghosts to the point of taking them utterly for granted. The reader embarking on this book might doubt such a proposition, regarding the supposed seeing of ghosts, cohabiting with them or suffering from them, as the sort of nonsense found everywhere in gossipy or superstitious enclaves, not to be taken seriously, and hardly a significant prop in bringing to life a long-vanished culture. The very opposite, in fact, is true.


Taking ghosts for granted in daily life and interacting with them was to be ever after a characteristic shared with peoples and nations round about the world, ancient into modern; it is precisely that which makes documentation of the ghost-belief system in ancient Mesopotamia over four thousand years ago so vital and significant. It is astonishing, in fact, how familiar the long-dead of archaeology emerge to us in this regard. The cynical process of second-guessing the meaning of evidence from antiquity serves no one; my conviction is that the voices that cried out about their ghosts, argued with them and battled against them over nearly three millennia of texts in cuneiform writing must be taken at face value and hearkened to. The important judgement is that their ghosts are not symbols or metaphors but, in their lives, realities.


We bring in Ashurbanipal, King of the World from 669 to 631 bc, to illustrate the point. Ashurbanipal: king of Assyria and the then known world; scholar, politician and warrior; the most exalted individual of the age and one of the great rulers of antiquity. His capital was at Nineveh in the north of what is today’s Iraq, and we will encounter him and his library of clay tablets more than once in this book. Ashurbanipal’s empire was vast, always requiring rigid control, defence and extension. Assyrian military forces represented a state-of-the-art killing machine that deployed extremes of horror and brutality when lessons needed to be taught, or offences punished. Their unabashed accounts of campaigns and expeditions were committed to permanent record in the form of great clay prisms with columns of cuneiform writing, furnishing modern historians with precious history overlaid with ruthless sadism, shocking for the Assyriological beginner who first translates such narratives.


Here we meet the Assyrian military in the ecstasy of murderous victory over Elamites from over their eastern border, in what is today’s Iran, settling old scores, old battles, old histories. Ashurbanipal, as detailed in his great British Museum clay Prism A inscription of 643 bc, despatched one of his crack units – as his forces swarmed through the vanquished Elamite capital of Susa – to wreak a very specific kind of vengeance on the Elamites for their earlier affront to his own family:


I destroyed and demolished the tombs of their kings, earlier and later, who did not revere Assur and Ishtar, my lords, and had disturbed the kings, my ancestors; and I exposed them to the sun. I took their bones to Assyria and prevented their ghosts from sleeping and deprived them of funerary offerings and water-pouring.


This is no fluffy, gullible, woo!-woo! ghost superstition. The implacably wolfish Assyrian smarted over the past, and this is dead serious, political reality. Generations of deceased Elamite kings, hitherto perfectly tranquil, would never rest again, with their bones stolen away to be scattered around in the enemy capital. Neither would they receive the crucial offerings on which they depended below in their version of the Netherworld. The Assyrian, like the Elamite, held that disturbing a body in its grave imposed eternal trouble on the individual’s ghost even long after death, interment and decay. The reality of the enemy ghost world is identical to his own, and his revenge perpetual.


This round of violence and vandalism was not the end of the story, however. In 612 bc, nearly twenty years after the death of Ashurbanipal, the unthinkable happened: Nineveh the royal fell to the combined forces of Babylonians from the south and Medes from the east. No modern archaeologist working at Nineveh has located Ashurbanipal’s grave; perhaps Elamites got their own back during the rampages that attended the fall of Assyria. Victors of either side enacted savage vengeance on the proud royal portraits in stone that lined their enemy’s palace walls. Mutilations and cuts inflicted on a statue or image would have the same effect as on the living body and render them powerless.


[image: Image]


Relief of Ashurnasirpal II, 
Bowdoin College Museum of Art, Brunswick, Maine.


This sculpture, discovered in the ‘Central Building’ at his capital of Nimrud, depicts the earlier Assyrian king Ashurnasirpal II (883–859 bc). The sculpture as we see it now embodies the story of Assyria’s defeat in itself. The king’s figure has been substantially and pointedly defaced to powerlessness: his severed right hand, his plucked-out eyes, ears, nose and mouth and his chopped beard; out of view, his feet and Achilles tendons and his bow and bow string are likewise rendered useless. This is revenge personified and perpetuated in stone; the conquerors did to the Assyrians in every way what had been done to them, and left in their assault on the wall-carvings an unmistakable record.


To top up insult with injury, a ghostlike figure has been picked out in the stone to look the tyrannic Assyrian in the eye. The Assyrian specialist Barbara Porter rightly saw in the oddly rounded shape of the back of the figure’s head a rude version of the bulbous crown worn by the Elamite kings, with the V-shape facing the king’s hand a mocking riposte to the patronising gesture once adopted by the Assyrian overlord. The carving style is connected pockmarks, but both figure and upraised hand were completed by the army sculpture-expert; he was not interrupted at his task, and the representation has his own clear eye, nose and mouth. That the figure looks spectral to our eye is not coincidental: this is surely the ghost of the ravaged King of Elam come out of the darkness to taunt and haunt the hated Assyrian for evermore.
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Ancient Mesopotamia: Home to the First Ghosts


There is a river in Macedon,


and there is a river in Monmouth.


It is called Wye at Monmouth,


but it is out of my prains what is the name


of the other river;


but t’is all one


Henry V, Act 4, Scene 7


The Landscape


Since the ghosts of ancient Mesopotamia are the first whom we can confront face to face we must locate the stage on which they came and went, and the period of time during which they both alarmed and persecuted those about their daily lives. Mesopotamia, or the Land-between-the-Rivers, is the ancient name given by the Greeks to what is now Iraq, with Assyria to the north, Sumer and then Babylonia to the south. Archaeological exploration of that interesting part of the world was already well advanced by the middle of the nineteenth century, and discoveries have come thick and fast ever since. Ancient populations between the Euphrates and Tigris rivers tended to inhabit the same locations for great lengths of time, the result in the Middle East being mountain-like mounds of piled-up, cocooned archaeological material, undisturbed for centuries and awaiting the spade, the laboratory and the library. The first excavations investigated ancient cities whose names were sometimes echoed in the Bible or in classical authors: Nineveh, Nimrud, Babylon. Their archaeological discoveries were spectacular: palaces and temples, major public buildings, walls and city gates. Early progress in reading the cuneiform inscriptions carved into stone walls and impressed into clay bricks brought back the half-forgotten names: Sennacherib, Asnapper (as they called Ashurbanipal) and Nebuchadnezzar. After these first heady days, the scientific aims of archaeology steadily broadened out in every direction; the Mesopotamian archaeologist today commands very extensive and diverse data, and is increasingly concerned with the everyday living conditions of the population at large, over many sites and periods. The reach of these sites stretches from remote prehistoric settlements that preserved the most ancient of lifestyles to bustling and sophisticated cities that, in many ways, anticipated those of the Middle East today. Understanding of daily life three thousand years ago, combining archaeology with inscriptions, can be sometimes astonishing in its detail.


Ghosts are part of all this. It is thanks to the cuneiform writing on tablets of clay from ancient Mesopotamia that we encounter the first ghosts in the world. The Mesopotamians’ crucial words for ghost are thus the first in history; in ancient Sumerian it is gedim, in ancient Babylonian eṭemmu, and we shall have a good look at these terms, for they prove to encapsulate the whole idea of ghosts, forever after, cap-à-pie.


History itself was made when the ancient Sumerians, and after them the Assyrians and Babylonians of ancient Iraq, turned to river clay as support for their young writing, well over five thousand years ago, and they never looked back. Clay was the leitmotif of Mesopotamian Man; they wrote on it, they built in it and when it came to the next world, as we shall see, they are even supposed to have been nourished by it. On top of that, it survives in the ground, beautifully, for millennia. For this book, therefore, we have direct evidence about ghosts written in the oldest intelligible writing in the world, underway before 3000 bc, extinct by the second century ad, and only deciphered and rendered intelligible by assorted geniuses in the mid-nineteenth century ad. It is with the help of two dead languages, Sumerian and Akkadian, that we can follow the Mesopotamian dead themselves.


The Writing


Mesopotamian cuneiform, or wedge-shaped writing, allowed words and thoughts to be recorded by impressing syllabic spelling signs made up of different combinations of wedges into tablets of clay. It was almost certainly developed by Sumerians; a giant step that sundered the world from inarticulate prehistory into history, knowledge, ideas and poetry. Even though the earliest inscriptions of which we know were preoccupied with administration – as well as making word lists of the newly minted cuneiform signs before they were forgotten – quite soon thereafter literature was also committed to writing, and the great unfolding triumph of the human record was underway. Without it we would have no history, no Keats, no Dostoevsky, no Mills & Boon. Later, cuneiform came to be exported from the heartland between the rivers, taking hold across the Middle East for more than two millennia, resisting and surviving the appearance of the alphabet. To our great fortune, many tens of thousands of these ancient writing tablets, covering many genres, survive today to bring alive that vast stretch of time before the birth of our modern world.


Cuneiform writing changed little over the three millennia of its use. The perfected script, soon after 3000 bc, was flexible enough to record Sumerian – a language unrelated to any other – and Akkadian, a member of the modern Semitic language family. Well-educated scribes knew and thought in both tongues. When they learned a word in one language, they automatically learned it in the other; such as the word for man, Sumerian lú = Akkadian amēlu. Huge numbers of paired Sumero–Akkadian words were systematically collected on large clay lexical tablets, the world’s first dictionaries.


Hundreds of cuneiform signs had to be mastered, but schoolboys who had done their homework were able to spell words fluently in both languages, and indeed other languages too. They wrote with two kinds of signs: those that reproduced sounds in syllables, and those that expressed ideas. For most of our information about the ghost world (as, in fact, about pretty much everything Mesopotamian), we are dependent on writings in cuneiform script. Sumerian words are usually written by us in CAPITALS or plain font; Akkadian, of which there are two dialects, Assyrian and Babylonian, is written in italics. Wherever you look under the surface of these remarkable documents there are wonderful things to be found. The use of writing for literature as well as administration increased and widened out steadily over time. When it comes to ghosts, most of our sources come from the first millennium bc. A high proportion of the inscriptions focused on in this book are written in Akkadian, but individual texts and ideas often hark back to earlier texts written in Sumerian, and, like our ancient predecessors, we will need both.


The Very First Ghost of All


Ancient Mesopotamian tradition complements rather beautifully the idea put forward in the previous chapter that ghosts were there from mankind’s very beginning. The Babylonian Flood Story, ancestral to that of the Book of Genesis and named after its hero Atra-ḫasĩs, explains within its narrative how human spirit came to be created in the first place and what it was made of.


Today we have two versions of this Akkadian cuneiform story, both from the southern Iraqi city of Sippar. One is mid-eighteenth century bc in date, the other written down more than a thousand years later. The creation of Homo sapiens mesopotamiensis was the work of the goddess Nintu, whose name means Lady of Birth, who was also known as Belet-ili, Lady of the Gods. Nintu was charged with recycling the body of a deliberately slaughtered god, a former rebel called We-ilu, who possessed the crucial quality of intelligence (in Akkadian ṭēmu). Later, this sacrificed god is called Alia, who had the capacity to reason. This divine flesh and blood was to be mixed with clay; the blended outcome is the human spirit (eṭemmu).


MAKING MAN: THE ATRA-ḪASIS EARLY VERSION


Let the one god be slaughtered (instructed the god Ea), that all the gods may be cleansed thereby. Let Nintu mix clay with his flesh and blood. Let god and man be blended together in the clay, that forever after we may hear the heartbeat. From the god’s flesh let there be spirit. Let it (the heartbeat) make known the living as its sign. And that this be not forgotten, let there be spirit.


They slaughtered We-ilu, who possessed intelligence, in their assembly. Nintu mixed clay with his flesh and blood; Forever [after they heard the heartbeat]. From the god’s flesh there was spirit; it (the heartbeat) made known the living as its sign. And so that this was not forgotten, there was spirit.


MAKING MAN: THE ATRA-ḪASIS LATER VERSION


Let Belet-ili mix his flesh and blood with some clay, so that god and man are mixed together in the clay. Let it beat so that we may hear it for the rest of time; let the spirit be produced from the god’s flesh. It shall reveal its sign in a living being, a sign never to be forgotten, the spirit …


Belet-ili mixed his flesh and blood with some clay, so that god and man were mixed together in the clay. It beat so that she would hear it for the rest of time; spirit was produced from the god’s flesh. It revealed its sign in a living being, a sign never to be forgotten, the spirit.


Homo sapiens mesopotamiensis primus is thus divine flesh and blood mixed with clay, animated by divine intelligence, as is neatly embodied within the ancient Akkadian words in a cosmic-level pun:


We (the god) + ṭēmu (intelligence) = (w)eṭemmu (spirit).


The eṭemmu is that divine element which activates the living Babylonian; what we today would call his spirit, if not his soul. When he dies and his flesh and blood return to clay, the eṭemmu endures as what we would call his ghost. The very stuff of ghosts thus became an inextricable part of the Mesopotamian world life system from Day One on. Note was made of it for us in the Atra-ḫasis story four thousand years ago.


The Mesopotamian and His Ghost


That part of a Mesopotamian individual which survived beyond death, then, was his eṭemmu or ghost. In very special cases, immortality could be bestowed on man by the gods, but otherwise Mesopotamian persons had to die in the end like everyone else; as Hero Gilgamesh remarked in the story when his own death was approaching,


Thus has the bane of mankind come!


Book-keeping was a favourite Mesopotamian tendency and it is no surprise that a divine record keeper should be in charge of the Tablet of Destinies, an important document that features prominently in certain mythological stories. Broadly speaking, a Babylonian’s life had its working plan set in place from the moment of his birth by the gods, although the allotted span was not an absolute fixture, and people could certainly die, or be killed, before their time. During the seventh century bc, a pensive Assyrian scribe at Sultantepe near Urfa in Turkey once jotted down this thought-provoking Ages of Man framework on a tablet of clay:


50 short life


60 maturity


70 long life


80 old age


90 extreme old age


The dead were laid to rest with a certain ritual firmness in the natural and reasonable expectation that they would stay where they belonged. This arrangement, however, as elsewhere and afterwards in the world, was by no means foolproof. For any of several reasons that we shall investigate, an individual who had ‘crossed over’ and ‘gone down’ might feel compelled to return to the world from which he or she had departed. Mesopotamian ghosts, in as much as we can glimpse them, were insubstantial and flimsy, but often recognisable, and seemingly clothed. They were sure of a reaction when they did come back.


Barring last-minute disaster, or the very unexpected, dead Sumerians and Babylonians were respectfully and properly buried. The default position was under the floor within the area of private houses, or, if the deceased were a new-born or young child, sometimes within the walls. At different times there were cemeteries outside towns or cities, notoriously to be avoided, for they would be populated by unowned and restless ghosts. Archaeological evidence for Mesopotamian burial practice over the three millennia of time is naturally complex and diverse, and it bears directly on the matter of ghosts. 


One short and poetic Babylonian spell in cuneiform confronts a ghost who has returned, and it hints at sonorous and impressive injunctions at the moment of burial. It also communicates ghostly nature as a gust of wind, perhaps diaphanous in appearance, for in other cuneiform passages ghosts are described as a shadow:


You are the offspring of the wind


I have laid you in the grave


I have sent you down


Why did you not fear my solemn oath?


Sometimes ghosts came back. Sometimes people saw them. Sometimes they were, quite literally, a pain in the neck.


Forces Seen and Unseen


Judging by cuneiform writings, ghostly entities were plentiful in the cuneiform world. Sometimes they were hardly more than sensed, sometimes all too visible, but their arrival or continuing presence was always loaded with implications. What is more, ghosts were not the only such force to be reckoned with in life, for they co-existed side by side with an assortment of other, entirely non-human elements. These were usually invisible, what we typically call devils or demons; evil certainly, with origins that were often obscure but also partly divine. This brigade of dangerous freebooters could also cause trouble, misery and sickness to human beings. They were all around in what Victorians called the ether, and shared with ghosts the feature that, while not necessarily always a problem, they usually were. The type of demon most commonly mentioned in magical texts is the Sumerian udug, Akkadian utukku. Everybody knew these two words. The term is generic, in fact, for there were well-known utukku demons and others that were practically faceless and hard for us to distinguish other than by name, or to visualise their appearance. The entire malevolent assembly, each member of which could bring trouble and difficulty to the long-suffering Mesopotamian public, came out of quite a different mould from the human-natured ghosts that are the subject of this book. They were, on the whole, harder for the cognoscenti to get rid of, for they could never be ‘killed’. We will run into them, too.


Cuneiform Ghost Resources


Surprising features encountered by the cuneiform ghost-hunter are the extent and richness of Mesopotamian source material, for it goes back in time to the third millennium bc, although most of the writings quoted here date from the first millennium bc; with the passage of time, ghost writings certainly proliferate. Accumulated practices and procedures for ghost affairs were carefully systematised into cuneiform manuals. Magical spells list the different kinds of persons who would be expected to come back as a ghost and offer escape from their attentions; omens cover seeing, hearing, meeting or interacting with ghosts and what that might imply; and rituals deal with ghosts when they got out of hand, treating and freeing up patients who were physically or mentally affected for the worse by ghostly attentions.


Ghosts also find their way into other kinds of writing, such as literature and mythology, letters, and, as we have seen already, even royal inscriptions; we will take account of whatever fills out our picture. Crucial within daily life are housing and burial; and how normal people behaved towards their dead, understanding why they should sometimes suffer at their spectral hands. Properly speaking, of course, ghosts went down to – and were supposed to stay in – the Netherworld. Cuneiform tablets tell us about all that too, and we shall visit below ourselves. First, however, we must consider the question of burial: what they did with their dead.
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The Death and Burial of Kings 


For God’s sake let us sit upon the ground


And tell sad stories of the death of kings:


How some have been depos’d, some slain in war


Some haunted by the ghosts they have deposed


Some poisoned by their wives, some sleeping kill’d,


All murthered – for within the hollow crown


That rounds the mortal temples of a king


Keeps Death his court …


Richard II, Act 3, Scene 2


Dead Mesopotamian bodies and their constituent parts did not, and do not, as a rule, withstand burial in the ground. It is only in exceptional environments, such as deep wells, that frail organic materials survive from antiquity to reach the bench of the museum conservator or scientist. Archaeologists who work on burials and graves have to accommodate complex and diverse information, for interments are spread over millennia of time across a wide spectrum of archaeological sites, and investigators are often both detective and forensics expert. There are inhumation and cremation to consider, and burial within private houses and without. A striking contrast for the working archaeologist is that between ordinary graves and royal graves.


The majority of graves are, obviously, private graves, with contents that only hint at their own back story: the death, mourning and burial of their vanished occupants. Spectacular graves of the rich, replete with skeletons, swords and gold, are often the publicly celebrated part of archaeology, promoted in books and the media, while the bread-and-butter work of the archaeologist wheezing in an ancient cemetery is seldom enlivened by ultra-juicy finds. It is, therefore, ironic that, when museum visitors or readers do encounter ancient Mesopotamia for the first time, it is often via the drop-dead, glamour-packed, third-millennium cemetery at the southern site of Ur, the so-called Ur of the Chaldees. We begin, accordingly, with dead royalty.


Kings and Queens at Ur


The discoveries made at Ur by Sir Leonard Woolley between 1926 and 1932 startled the world, and were even claimed in the press – for a while at least – to rival those of ancient Egypt, although the gold did not quite measure up. Woolley was an exemplary archaeologist, and his professional publications of the work at Ur have stimulated studies and investigations ever since, backed by permanent, iconic displays in the Iraq Museum at Baghdad, Penn Museum in Philadelphia, and the British Museum in London.


Woolley’s team of hand-trained workmen uncovered sixteen tombs of the city’s élite. Sumerian royal names that came to light, and became satisfactorily famous thereafter, include Meskalamdug, Mesannepada, Akalamdug, A’annepada and their assorted queens, the most famous being Queen Pu’abi, second wife of Meskalamdug (Grave no. 800). The basic plan at Ur was inhumation; a deep pit, with entrance ramp and central tomb chamber. The dead individual was laid out on matting in his or her tomb with a rich assortment of luxurious grave goods. The dead in their subterranean chambers were accompanied round about by the neatly laid out bodies of their former staff, whose lives, rather shockingly, had surely, it seemed, been terminated for the purpose. The greatest number of personnel in one tomb was seventy-nine. Everything was then covered over with matting and filled in. Some tombs were found in a very disturbed state, others surprisingly intact, although the dramatic field photographs from the excavations illustrate the complexity of stratification and identification.




[image: Image]


Reconstruction, slightly old-fashioned, of the funeral scene in grave PG 789, one of the kings of Ur. Illustration by Amédée Forestier, 1928.


The grave goods included gold and silver bowls and drinking vessels, elaborately produced musical instruments, decorated items of furniture, carts and a sledge, tools and weapons, jewellery made from precious metals, and costly materials, some imported to Ur from Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran, Anatolia and Syria, including gold, silver, lapis lazuli, carnelian and agate. And wonderful game boards. The finds were, quite simply, a glorious mass of archaeological objects both mundane and startling. The dead retainers lying outside had decorated carts with their draught animals buried with them and the instruments that they had used in the court. Woolley’s discoveries brought classical Sumerian taste to public attention, in works which, at their best, made extensive use of the precious materials that had been procured outside and brought to Ur. Surrounding the Royal Tombs, as they are usually called, contemporary, and sometimes later, private graves were clustered about, each with their own – but infinitely less lavish – grave goods. Altogether, over two thousand Sumerian graves were excavated.


No inscriptions from this period survive to inform us about the funerary ritual that must have been enacted prior to and around these burials, or about the underlying beliefs behind the burial system itself. For our purposes, however, the complex of Royal Tombs at Ur locates particular features at this time and place – the middle of the third millennium bc – with unchallengeable certainty:


1.	Ancient Sumerians buried their dead in the belief that they would be going on, or rather down, to the Netherworld, a world obviously in large measure comparable to that from which they had just departed.


2.	Their dead would need material possessions. The nature and content of the Royal Graves are, of course, wonderfully anomalous for the period, but the underlying belief pattern is conventional. There is no question that these buried objects could have been just for the pomp of burial, or the transience of the journey. Full baggage fitted them out with what they cherished when alive and would need in the world beyond, with leisure and scope for, so to speak, served afternoon tea and conversation.


3. 	Those in charge during life clearly counted on retaining their previous social standing in the New World, requiring servants and staff quite as much as when they were alive.


4. 	The servants, from the apparently peaceful way in which they were laid out, might seem to have accepted their fate, unless, as has periodically been suggested, they were drunk, drugged or poisoned; many a cup lay at hand. Later research on surviving skulls established that some of the males, whose skeletons showed signs of intense physical labour during their working lives and who were hardly effete courtiers of the Versailles type, had also had their heads bashed in from behind, which removes a portion of the easy romantic glamour that first seemed to swirl over the scene. Other bodies, it is thought, might have undergone heat treatment to delay the onset of decay. Only a few were slim handmaidens attending the highest in the land, sporting wobbly floral headdresses that today make such glorious museum exhibits and party wear.


The ‘dead-retainer’ procedure as exemplified at Ur was a surprise at its discovery and it still takes a bit of swallowing today. It seems, as one might say, a ‘funny thing for Sumerians to do’, for otherwise we do not encounter counter-intuitive, ‘primitive’ Sumerian phenomena, and this kind of sacrificial burial is rare in general. It is significant that in the great sweep of ancient Mesopotamian archaeology, no comparable retainer graves have been found prior to those, or after those, of the Ur cemetery. On present evidence the idea seems to have started up at Ur at one point, and stopped abruptly at Ur at another, never to resurface again in the Land-between-the-Rivers. Some exceptional stimulus must have begun it all, even if it were only plain common sense or social outrage that brought it to a close.


Here, the tantalising Sumerian account we call The Death of Gilgamesh sheds light on the question. Gilgamesh, king of the city of Uruk at the start of the third millennium bc, was the ancient Mesopotamian all-time national hero, as we will see. The most famous cuneiform literature of all, the Epic of Gilgamesh, recounts his adventures during life, and it is not surprising that the storytelling tradition had something to say about his death too. The Death of Gilgamesh tablets that we have, all incompletely preserved, date from about 1800 bc, although the text was likely composed for the Ur III-period court in the city of Ur in about 2050 bc. They preserve the memory of Gilgamesh’s funeral some eight hundred years earlier, and the tablet versions incorporate certain interesting variants. In one, the great king was buried in a stone tomb under the River Euphrates; another, recovered from the site of Nippur, describes a scene more than reminiscent of that which was to greet Sir Leonard Woolley under the earth of Ur:


His beloved wife, his beloved children, his beloved favourite and junior wife, his beloved musician, cup-bearer and … his beloved barber, his beloved … his beloved palace retainers and servants and his beloved objects were laid down in their places as if … in the purified palace in the middle of Uruk.


There were audience gifts for the Netherworld queen Ereshkigal and her spouse Nergal, and surprises for the other gods and goddesses that the dead king would meet, or for dead priests and priestesses, who carried out their former functions below. It seems quite artificial to dissociate this written narrative from the archaeological reality uncovered in the cemetery at Ur, and the connection between them has often been made, but beyond that an explanation can be offered to make sense of it all. Gilgamesh the Great, it seems to me, must have been a ruler and leader in the Alexander the Great mould, matching in that, with both, their lifelong charisma survived their death; which, for the survivors in each case, was intolerable. We might well imagine that his followers would prefer to take drastic steps rather than continue without him, meaning that the burial scene described in the Sumerian text echoed historical reality. Perhaps the burial of conveniently dead or specially despatched retainers was already a deep-seated tradition among the kings of Uruk; but more likely, perhaps, it originated at the very demise of Gilgamesh himself. The tombs of the ancient kings at Uruk, where one would look for a similar tradition, must be buried at the deepest, sub-aqua level. One might fancy that the funerary tradition persisted at Uruk in the case of inevitably lesser dynastic successors. At any rate, all would become explicable if, for example, a prince of the house of Ur had married an Uruk princess, who imported what might have seemed an alien practice into her father-in-law’s demesne, where it held sway for a period, ultimately to be terminated for good.


Neighbouring Egyptians, one might reflect, had practised a similar kind of retainer sacrifice during their own First Dynasty at the turn of the fourth millennium bc, but by the time of the Ur cemetery the whole idea had long been abandoned along the Nile, where real humans were sensibly replaced by ushabtis. These little mummy-like figurines accompanied the dead by the boxful and were available to work on irrigating the fields beyond for which the deceased might otherwise, once in the world to come, find themselves responsible.


Ur-Namma, King of Ur


Some five hundred years after the Royal Graves, King Ur-Namma, founder of the great Sumerian dynasty at the same city of Ur, architect and judiciary, went to his eternal rest, after eighteen years of rule (2112–2095 bc). The Sumerian composition known today merely as Urnamma A, 242 lines in length, describes the king’s lamented decline, death and burial, and the mourning that followed. As the end of his life approached, Ur-Namma was likened by the poet to a boat in a storm, a curious echo of the image in Sumerian birth incantations of the unborn baby drifting as a loaded vessel in its mother’s womb, seeking to come to harbour. A hazardous journey by chariot was to take the dead king to the Gates of the Netherworld; the royal chariot, in other words, with its donkeys, was buried with him. The roads, says the text, were twisted and they could not hurry, but when Ur-Namma arrived he was met by a tumultuous welcome and a banquet. We see that, in parallel with Gilgamesh long before, he too makes offerings to the gods of the Netherworld, as well as to the seven Chief Doorkeepers and famous dead kings who were already there, while the resident deceased priests and priestesses (originally appointed by omens taken from the liver), told everyone that King Ur-Namma had arrived, and ‘the people became tumultuous in the Netherworld’. The king himself acted as host, slaughtering bulls and sheep, for, as he said, ‘the food in the Netherworld is bitter and the drink of the Netherworld is salty’; Ur-Namma had evidently known full well what was to be expected once installed in the Netherworld. So, he offered his sacrifices, handing out expensive presents to the important gods who seem to have been clustered around him, including the Netherworld’s Queen Ereshkigal herself – a mace, a large bow with quiver and arrows, a multi-coloured leather bag, weapons and more – a generous and open-handed new resident. In this way the narrative details the funerary goods that were buried with the king, and shows that they were not only for his own use but on arrival served as his entrance ticket. Fat animal offerings were diplomatically presented to the Anunna Netherworld gods. This promptly led to their seating Ur-Namma on the Great Dais of the Netherworld and establishing a dwelling-place for him. Henceforth he was to be Judge with his beloved ‘brother’ Gilgamesh, dealing first off with cases concerning traitors and deserters. A highly satisfactory end to a distinguished mortal career, we might say. Meanwhile, we are told at length, the mourning back at Ur in Sumer continued among the living.


This literary description of Ur-Namma’s obsequies thus overlaps suggestively with the Gilgamesh burial account. While chariot burials are known, they are hardly a common phenomenon in the ancient Middle East. One might wonder, in view of this text, whether knowledge or memory of the old royal burials at Ur might not have persisted locally from all that time before, be it in written form or in folk memory. Burying royalty with such riches surrounded by their dead retainers was hardly an operation to be carried out with alacrity or in secrecy. The personal impact of the burials on those who knew of it, or even the people who were interred, must have been substantial, and the subject of stories and speculations thereafter. Locals knew, for sure, where the burial site was located. Woolley thought that graves that were found in chaotic condition had, in fact, been robbed. Who would rob them but individuals who lived in or around Ur? Perhaps those original robbers found a chariot burial together with many bodies like those that met Woolley’s team – a discovery that would startle and resonate in Ur long thereafter, with input into developing literature coming to influence, perhaps, how a king in Ur-Namma’s time should be properly buried. We are lucky to be able to follow the shade of Ur-Namma into the Netherworld as he met the assembled spectral population; later, we will observe his ghost in action more closely and put two and two together. 


The Moment of Death


We can inspect different funereal writings in Sumerian that draw us in closer, even allowing us to peer in at the moment of death. One, dating to about 1900 bc, is written not in standard Sumerian but in the Emesal dialect that is reserved for women and goddesses; the scribe who wrote the tablet included one or two helpful Akkadian translations for the benefit of struggling readers (including us). The god Ashgi lies dead before his sister Egime and it is up to her to deal with everything. Most importantly, she is to declare aloud the formal utterance, His wind has blown away, to signify that he is dead.


The poet uses the normal Sumerian word for the wind of nature in referring to the very last breath in the body, exhaled with an audible sigh or rattle, leaving the body dead. The process is that of a modern GP checking the pulse in the neck or holding a mirror to the nostrils and pronouncing that it is all over. What is especially interesting in this early Sumerian tradition is the idea that the eṭemmu, the dead person’s ghost, remains trapped in the body until released by formula and ritual. Crucial, then, is that suspended interval of time between the moment of death and the point when the dead person’s ghost is freed and despatched to the Netherworld.


On the death of her brother, Egime is to fetch a bed and a chair, together with a small, specially made statue. A garment is laid on the chair; the statue is covered. Egime rubs the figure with bread and pours water into the libation pipe, for they are before the grave, and bread and water represent the first funerary offerings that will thereafter be owed to the deceased. The dead Ashgi is now renamed Lulil, meaning literally spirit-man.


This same last-breath idea underpins the Sumerian literary composition sometimes entitled The Traveller and the Maiden. The maiden’s beloved is dead, and this is how she acts:


I dipped bread and wiped him with it;


From a covered bowl that had never been untied,


From a bucket whose rim was unannealed,


I poured out water; the ground drank it up.


I anointed his body with my sweet-smelling oil,


I wrapped up the chair with my new cloth,


Wind had entered him; the wind came out.


My wanderer from the mountains,


henceforth must he lie in the Mountain (the Netherworld).


Both passages emphasise the three ritual components needed that will enable the ghost to be seen off by means of the liberating pronouncement:


1. 	A clay effigy of the deceased. This was oiled and dressed and imbued with the identity of the departed, and could or would be symbolically maintained within the family dwelling to provide a focus for remembering them and maintaining their presence within the family.


2. 	The special chair for the ghost.


3. 	Grave goods. These consist of what the deceased would need for the journey and when he arrived. The emphasis is on providing food and drink. Once in the Netherworld the sustenance available to the ghosts was, according to some authorities, inferior, and there is no doubt that the persistent emphasis on these offerings reflects sympathetic awareness of this situation.



Contemporary Funeral Administration



The wind ~ spirit (Sumerian im ~ gedim) interplay that comes through from these poems also underpins high-level Sumerian funerary administrative documents from the same time period. Animals for the dead Princess Tezen-mama, period of Shu-Su’en, fourth king of Ur (2037–2028 bc), include one sheep for when the ‘wind of Tezen-mama was seized’, that is, when she died; eight whole days later, a goat and sheep were listed for the ghost’s ‘wooden altar’ for the performance when the ghost was finally freed to descend to the Netherworld.


Similar account texts cover funeral operations for King Shu-Su’en himself. Animals were offered by boat to several Netherworld gods who recur later in this book, Ninazu, Ereshkigal, Ninshubur and Ningishzida; then more offerings at the great gate of the moon god Nanna; the great gate of the king and of the throne; the gates of the thrones of the earlier Ur kings Shulgi and Amar-Su’en. The whole procedure involves four rituals, in which sacrifices for the gates prepared the way for the king’s burial and his entrance into the Netherworld. The successive wooden altars used for the ritual offerings are explicitly labelled, first for the ‘breath-ghost’, then for the ‘seated ghost’, then for the ghost itself and finally for ghosts going down or up. This royal ghost, in other words, is tied at first to the body by the last breath; then is seated in the ghost-chair; then is free to go down to the Netherworld. One month after the burial, further offerings are made by his successor, Ibbi-Su’en, to Netherworld gods, and to the late Shu-Su’en himself, at the Shulgi Gate and his own Shu-Su’en Gate, and offerings also at the main Ganzer Gate. There is much attention paid along the way, incidentally, to the long-dead kings of the dynasty.
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