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Introduction


 


Mesopotamia Matters


A stepped pyramid soars almost 100 feet above the sprawling ruins of the city of Ur, which once sat at the mouth of the Euphrates River in the sandy expanse of what is now southern Iraq. The meandering waters of the river changed course millennia ago, leaving the inhabitants of Ur with no choice but to abandon the desiccated site. In what remains of this ancient city, in the shadow of the pyramid, lie the ruins of a small palace built for a princess over 2,000 years ago. For those millennia, most of Ur has remained buried; only after careful excavation did it start to reveal its many ancient secrets.


When excavators began to uncover the princess’s palace in the 1920s, they found a seemingly ordinary chamber with an eroded but otherwise intact brick floor. That floor was so covered in layers of dust and ancient rubbish that the diggers initially doubted they would find a single relic of its long-gone inhabitants. But over the course of several days, they managed to clear away enough of the rubble to reveal an extraordinary collection of artefacts. To their confusion, though, each object they found was from a different era in Ur’s past, rather than all of them dating to the time when the palace was built. Why would this apparently random mix of objects, with hundreds of years between them, all be together in one room? The excavators were facing an archaeological puzzle.


Every archaeological dig begins on the surface. In a previously undisturbed site, the land looks distended, like a belly pregnant with possibility. Maybe only a broken brick, jagged pottery shards, and flecks of bitumen hint at what lies below the layers of sand and soil. It is these hints, however, that show that the mound of earth, or tell in Arabic, is not a geological feature of the landscape. It is not a hill or some other thing that has almost always been there; beneath this unassuming mass of dirt lie multitudes of stories that time has buried.


At a dinner many years ago, a man I barely knew asked me why we had to dig to find archaeology. It felt a bit like he was annoyed at me personally that the field of archaeology was not easy. Why are the buildings not on the surface? Why is the stuff so deep and difficult to get to? Every question in what quickly began to feel less like a conversation and more like a cross-examination had the same frank answer: people’s stuff. Wherever there are people, there is their compacted trash. A mud house gets rebuilt atop the foundations of an older crumbling one, the broken bits of the inhabitants’ things get buried under the new building or over time spill into the road outside, and that road gets repaved a few inches higher than the previous road, over and over again, locking into place clues about the people who inhabited each layer. In the case of Ur, deposits reach 65 feet below the visible hints at civilisation on the surface.


Archaeologists love exactly this kind of garbage. An archaeologist 5,000 years from now sifting through my bin would find, among other things, some overzealous Amazon packaging, the discarded top of a yogurt pot, and an empty packet of dog treats. They might conclude that I had a more or less domesticated dog, was not lactose intolerant, and worshipped a deity called ‘Amazon’ whose iconography included a faceless smile capped by an arrow at one end (or, according to comedian Jimmy Kimmel, a stylised penis). You can learn a lot about a culture from the things its people throw away, and the layers left behind are precisely why we have to dig.


But some monuments tower so high that they remain immune to the accumulation of detritus from the lives of those long since dead. In the case of Ur, the stepped pyramid – called a ziggurat – never fully disappeared under the dirt like much of the city. Thousands of years after its first bricks were laid, it still stood, with less obvious buildings buried at its feet. The princess’s palace had been built in its shadow in the sixth century BCE when the princess was alive and Ur was a flourishing city in a region known as Mesopotamia – a name that comes from the Greek meaning ‘between the rivers’, as the area was nestled between and around the fast-flowing River Tigris and the languorous Euphrates. The name for the region in Arabic, bilad bein al-nahrein – ‘the land between two rivers’ – also invokes the Tigris and Euphrates, highlighting the importance of these life-giving bodies of water to the many ancient civilisations that rose and fell here over millennia.


But while the palace dated to the sixth century BCE, the collection of objects found within the room all came from wildly different eras. Excavators found a small dark stone obelisk dating to around 1400 BCE – almost a millennium before the palace was built. The stone was carved with the iconography of various deities, symbols, and mythical monsters, and it recorded a long-dead man’s ownership of property in the city, like an illustrated stone title deed. Elsewhere in the room was an even older item, a cone made from clay and covered in the wedge-shaped characters of cuneiform script, the writing system used throughout ancient Mesopotamia. The inscription, written around 1900 BCE, commemorated some building work by a man named Kudur-Mabuk, who dedicated the home improvements to the gods. Dating to the same era, the excavators found several clay tablets with the telltale, messy handwriting of young kids – typical school exercises, pressed into clay. As the team continued, they also found part of a statue of a king known to have ruled around 2100 BCE, as well as the round granite head of a weapon called a mace, which appeared to pre-date both the clay cone and the statue fragment. How did these objects, with thousands of years between their original makers and their final resting place, come to be here? What circumstances could have led to such a disparate collection of objects under a single roof?1


It would have been like finding a sculpture of the Greek god Zeus alongside bronze Islamic coins minted by a seventh-century caliph in a castle built by Christian Crusaders in Jordan, or a Roman dagger with Celtic coins amid the remains of a medieval monastery in England. As I explained to my curious dinner companion, archaeological sites are like rainbow layer cakes, with each coloured layer representing a different time period – newest on top and oldest at the bottom. If these objects had lain undisturbed, relegated to their own timelines, they would have been buried under layers of debris far deeper than the unbroken floor of this small palace chamber in the appropriate layer of the cake. Yet, here they were, out of place and out of time, like a patchwork instead of a rainbow. The 1920s excavation team were confounded: what could it mean?


Some explanations make for less sensational headlines than others. Archaeology is imperfect, and some of the older objects found in the debris may have simply ended up there by some accident of preservation. A slab of flooring could have crumbled in just the right way to reveal something from an era buried further below, or a wall made of reused materials could have collapsed. Alternatively, the chamber could have been an organised storeroom, where artefacts found in the building’s foundations or environs were collected for safekeeping. After all, ancient Mesopotamia’s sixth-century BCE inhabitants already had millennia of history to contemplate.


Ancient Mesopotamia and its cities like Ur were home not to a single civilisation, but to various peoples and cultures in antiquity. The Sumerians, Babylonians, and Assyrians were among those who lived in and around these two rivers thousands of years ago, so the whole region is thickly layered with the remnants of past civilisations. When the princess’s palace was built, Ur would have been, without a doubt, one of the most important of the many cities in that very long history. Continuously occupied for almost three and a half millennia, the city covers an area of at least 120 hectares (295 acres), more than twice the size of Vatican City, but at its largest might have been a sprawling 500 hectares (1,250 acres), about one and a half times the size of Central Park in New York.2 It would have been a major cultural hub as well as a vital port on what is now the Persian, or Arabian, Gulf at a time when the coastline cut further inland than it does today.


The 1920s archaeologists were of course aware of this long history, and likely had this in mind when they eventually found a clue amid the rubble that would help make sense of the mysterious collection. A cylindrical lump of clay covered in cuneiform script, like a little drum small enough to fit in the palm of your hand, gave them the answer they needed. They were convinced that they had found the world’s first ever exhibition label and, by extension, the world’s first museum.
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Someone recently asked me why people today should care about ancient Mesopotamia, and my brain did this helpful thing that it does when too many thoughts crowd together at once. It froze. Why should we care about the region that gave us some of the world’s firsts, like writing and the wheel?


For thousands of years, the civilisations of ancient Mesopotamia shared the world’s earliest known writing system, cuneiform, which gets its name in English from the Latin cuneus, meaning ‘wedge’, for its wedge-shaped characters. It’s thanks to this early writing system that we know so much about the people who lived and died in this part of the world, and its inception marks a turning point in human history. Before cuneiform begins to preserve moments in the lives of people in ancient Mesopotamia, people left behind a multitude of things to give us insights into their lives and values. From the tiniest stone tools and fragments of pottery to megaliths that may have once formed the world’s first temples, we can learn a lot about the inhabitants of the distant past. Writing overlays a whole new dimension onto what we can learn about them in their own words. It marks the beginning of written history, the transition from what has sometimes been called ‘prehistory’, a dated term for periods that pre-date writing, and the beginning of ‘history’, the point at which things begin to be written down.


To some, cuneiform marks the birth of ‘history’ understood in this way. Personally, I think that anything that came before us is history, written or not, but cuneiform does mark a birth of history in one important sense. Writing allowed the people of ancient Mesopotamia to begin to record their own past, to put into words a collective memory of people, places, and events. They made lists of their kings, including kings so ancient they live on only in legend, and they memorialised their wars. They left behind the first rough drafts of economic history in their unremarkable receipts, as well as self-conscious accounts of their deeds for posterity. Writing gives birth to a written record of their past, which even expands to include eras so ancient to them that no memory of them survives – a primeval past populated by deities and an earlier iteration of humanity, a Mesopotamian ‘prehistory’ of life between the two rivers. In this sense, the birth of cuneiform is also the birth of history.


Cuneiform preserves almost all aspects of life in ancient Mesopotamia. This wedge-shaped writing preserves historical turning points, such as some of the earliest known diplomatic correspondence (which included the famous boy-king Tutankhamun) and the death of Alexander the Great. Alongside these turning points appear traces of people’s everyday lives, like advanced maths, tax evasion, a bickering couple, a midwife’s presence at the birth of a baby boy, and a rollercoaster ride of a horoscope for a child born in April 263 BCE.3 We can read a princess’s letter to her sister-in-law telling her to do her homework, or an astronomical textbook that records observations of lunar eclipses, or a lapis lazuli cylinder that immortalises the name of a Sumerian queen, as well as countless receipts for beer. This random list barely scratches an obscure square inch of the top of a sizeable iceberg. It actually beggars belief just how much we can learn about the people of ancient Mesopotamia.


From the stories and snapshots left behind in clay, we know that these ancient people were not so different from any of us. A beautiful Babylonian lullaby finds a parent desperate to comfort a crying baby:


 


Little one, who dwelled in darkness,


now you’ve come and seen the sun.


Why the crying? Why the worries?


What has made your peace undone?4


 


My daughter and I got Covid in early 2021, and I remember cradling her in the middle of the night while both our fevers raged. She was barely eighteen months old, and I sang ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ softly on repeat in her pitch-black room. She was the miracle baby I never thought I’d have, so even dark and feverish nights like this one felt like a gift with her hot cheek on my shoulder and her tiny breaths against my neck. This lullaby reminds me that we have been singing to sleepless toddlers and babies for a very long time.


A broken chunk of clay preserves part of a story about Babylonian students sitting an exam at school around the same time the princess’s palace was built in Ur. I can imagine them squirming on their wooden benches with wet tablets and reed styluses in hand. Even thousands of years later, it is hard not to relate to their stress. ‘Do not constantly be afraid, do not let your throat tighten,’ their teacher advises. ‘Your mouth should not be full of complaints, your attention should not be directed toward the door.’5 Moments like these forever live in the little wedges pressed into clay that historians piece together to let the people of ancient Mesopotamia speak. The past may be a foreign country, but these moments don’t feel far away. They don’t feel like they belong to strangers.


Cuneiform is a reminder that if I can find something in common with someone who lived well over 2,000 years ago, then I can certainly find something in common with almost anyone alive today. Cuneiform is a reminder of all the big and little things that go into our shared humanity. We are more than the sum of our differences.


The earliest cuneiform tablets come from the city of Uruk, not far from Ur, and were written in roughly 3350 BCE, around the time that Stonehenge might have been built and seven centuries before the great Pyramid at Giza. At the other end of the scale, the most recent cuneiform tablet that we know of is an astronomical almanac from 79–80 ce, also found in Uruk. This sweeping span of time also gives a sense of the huge scale of history we’re talking about when we consider Mesopotamia. Thanks to the durable nature of clay, hundreds upon hundreds of thousands of such tablets, covered in the tiny tetrahedrons that make up cuneiform script, have survived the millennia that separate their ancient makers from their modern readers. However, those modern readers have to do a lot of work to make sense of the stories left behind. We have to reconstruct the history of ancient Mesopotamia from eroded fragments scattered throughout multiple museums and collections. Even for those broken bits of clay that do fit together to tell something of a coherent story, large gaps remain, and countless more tablets lie beneath the unexcavated mounds of modern Iraq and Syria. It’s like assembling a multi-million-piece puzzle with missing parts and no final image to work from.


Most of these tablets, broken or not, would fit comfortably in the palm of your hand, but some are as small as a thumb and others as large as a laptop. If you look closely enough – I mean, really closely – you can see the parallel grooves of a sharpened reed stylus pushed into the clay to make the impressed wedge of any cuneiform sign. Although sometimes compared to the footprints of a chicken, I think the script’s geometry is beautiful and the myriad stories it tells us of those who lived and died along the banks of the Tigris and Euphrates thousands of years ago even more so.


I first learned about cuneiform as an awkward pre-teen in a history class at my elementary school in Saudi Arabia, and just over a decade later it re-entered my life quite by chance. I was in the process of applying to law schools when, on a whim, I attended a week-long course on ancient books in London. My little brother and I had to stop in London anyway en route home to the Middle East from America’s East Coast, where we both lived at the time. We decided to turn our day-long layover in London into a week, so, like any normal twenty-something, I randomly signed up to an intensive course called ‘The Book in the Ancient World’, not expecting it to change my life.


On the first day an energetic man in a purple corduroy suit with a white beard down to his chest walked us through two rooms at the British Museum. His name was Irving Finkel, and he tapped his fingertip alarmingly hard on one glass display case in particular to point out a clay tablet that was about the size of his hand. On the little lump of dried clay was a drawing that looked to me like a circle with a bunch of triangles sticking out of it, interrupted here and there by brief lines of tiny triangle-shaped characters.


Finkel told us how he had essentially completed a clay puzzle and fixed together a fragmented part of this object to help reveal an ancient bird’s-eye-view map of Babylonia and Assyria, empires that were criss-crossed by the Tigris and Euphrates rivers and encircled with a sea (the circle), surrounded by eight mythical regions (the triangles). This map, I later realised, told a long and ongoing story that begins with its maker in ancient Mesopotamia and finds new life millennia later with Hormuzd Rassam, the Mosul-born archaeologist who dug it up in 1881. The map’s history eventually became intertwined with the bearded British curator standing before me, who helped piece parts of it back together. Its story and the story of Babylon get retold in every new interpretation of the schematic map of the ancient city (and there have been many interpretations).6 Indeed, every object we looked at that day told such a tale, traceable from its inception in the ancient world to the moment it landed in a museum, whether abroad or closer to its original home.


Among the other artefacts I saw that summer morning – and have revisited since – was a foot-long clay barrel covered in neat cuneiform handwriting. Tucked in a crowded display case, that barrel-shaped clay ‘document’ records the rebuilding of the stepped pyramid at Ur by King Nabonidus, the last independent Babylonian king and father of the same princess who had lived in the palace where that mysterious collection of objects was found jumbled together in the 1920s. When I first saw the clay barrel that day, 3,000 miles from its original home, I did not know I would one day try to tell the story of the mismatched objects from that princess’s palace at Ur, and, through them, a history of ancient Mesopotamia. I did, however, know that after just a few hours, I had fallen for cuneiform and was ready to sack off law school to read clay tablets for the rest of my life.
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As well as the earliest known writing system, ancient Mesopotamia saw the birth of the world’s first cities, the first historical records, some of the first large-scale agriculture and much else that went on to revolutionise societies around the world. The objects found in the princess’s palace give us a unique lens onto this all-important region in human history. Each item from the mysterious collection reveals an aspect of society and culture, from early warfare to women’s rights, and from the basics of early language to the foundations of science through complex communication with the gods. In each of the chapters that follow I will take one object from the collection as a way into a particular aspect of the region’s history. This range of objects, each from a different era, will introduce the history of ancient Mesopotamia, and how its people understood their own history, allowing us to reflect on how we understand our own.


The idea of the museum and its place in Ur’s history deserves some reflection, and Chapter 1 takes us through this ancient setting and its modern interpretation. The small clay cylinder, or ‘clay drum’, seen by the excavators as the world’s first museum label dated to the 600s BCE, actually describes another object: a mud brick dated to 2100 BCE from the era of King Amar-Suen. This ‘label’ reproduces the extremely ancient inscription – ancient even to the clay cylinder’s creator – that would have been stamped into the brick, although the brick itself was nowhere to be found in the collection. In Chapter 2, studying the supposed museum label and the long-dead language it reproduced introduces us to cuneiform as a writing system, to the languages cuneiform was used to write, and to the birth of written history. In Chapter 3, considering Amar-Suen’s (now missing) brick itself takes us into the architecture of Mesopotamia’s cities, the literal building blocks of social and political innovation and the symbolic power behind the humble brick. In Chapter 4, the remains of the statue of an ancient king provoke questions about the nature of leadership, both real and legendary. The school tablets found scattered throughout the palace will open a window onto education and the anxieties of student life in Chapter 5. Through the clay cone in Chapter 6, we explore how people communicated with divine forces and how they received messages from the gods in return – a constant dialogue that allowed people to build knowledge and lay the foundations of science. In examining the engraved stone obelisk in Chapter 7, we see that there’s nothing new about the complex economic interplay of people, property, and profit. There, we bear witness to stories on each end of the socio-economic spectrum, from a royal crony who receives land from the king to a mother who fights for her enslaved children’s freedom. In Chapter 8, the plain granite mace head that might have been older than everything else found in the princess’s palace has much to tell us about violence, warfare, and death, and how people memorialised and made sense of conflict.


Finally, in Chapter 9 we turn to the princess herself, a woman called Ennigaldi-Nanna for whom the palace containing these objects was built. The princess was the daughter of King Nabonidus and she was the last in a long line of high priestesses whose role was to serve the Babylonian moon god, Sîn. Ennigaldi-Nanna would have wielded considerable secular and religious power in Ur. In this chapter we will discover what Ennigaldi-Nanna can tell us about the lives of working women in ancient Mesopotamia, and in turn what other women can tell us about her. Is it feasible that as well as a princess and priestess, Ennigaldi-Nanna may have acted as a sort of curator of this museum of ancient objects? What can we learn from her about the nature of history itself, how and why we do history, and how she and her forebears might have put it to use?


There is something special about beholding, and even holding, an original object from long ago. When I first held a cuneiform tablet, it felt like I was holding hands with the ancient scribe who cradled the once wet clay to impress so many cuneiform wedges – otherwise left undisturbed for millennia before being dug up, dusted off, and studied. As people today may value that connection with a person long dead and their distant era, so too did the people of ancient Mesopotamia. Whoever brought together those diverse artefacts from disparate eras had a sense of and respect for the great age of those objects, and for the objects themselves. What better way to connect with the past and its people than to try to understand how they connected with their own past? Throughout this book, we will explore not just the history, but the history of history in ancient Mesopotamia.










[image: clip0002]


1


An Ancient Museum and the History of History


Grainy greyscale photos often show C. Leonard Woolley, the lead excavator at Ur, hunched over an ancient artefact in knee-high boots and a tweed jacket against a backdrop of dusty brickwork. In the 1920s, Woolley’s name was practically synonymous with Ur, where he led digs for over a decade. Almost unfailingly, photos of him preserve a look of deliberate, acute concentration; thick eyebrows bunched together above narrowed eyes as he stares into the distance or at the ground, perhaps even puzzling over the motley collection of objects he had found in the princess’s palace.


‘What were we to think?’ wrote Woolley, in a detailed memoir of his years excavating Ur.


Here were half a dozen diverse objects found lying on an unbroken brick pavement of the sixth century B.C., yet the newest of them was seven hundred years older than the pavement and the earliest perhaps two thousand: the evidence was altogether against their having got there by accident.1


 


Among these bewildering finds was an object that Woolley called ‘the key’, for he believed it held the power to unlock the mystery of the collection – this was the same object excavators would later refer to as an exhibition label or museum label. This ‘key’ was a small cylindrical piece of clay that had been inscribed in the written dialect in use at the time the palace was built. Despite its unusual cylindrical shape, it was essentially a clay tablet – a written record of information. Its inscription described another object that was itself now nowhere to be found: a brick dated to around 2100 BCE (about 1,500 years before the construction of the palace) that had been covered with an inscription written in Sumerian, the earliest known written language that once dominated what is now southern Iraq.


The ‘key’ was in essence a record for posterity of the brick and its (re)discovery by the governor of Ur in ancient times (before it was then lost again). This is still common archaeological practice; Woolley and his team made thousands of similar records of what they found in the course of excavating Ur, millennia after the city turned to ruins. In an attempt to reprise the long-dead Sumerian language, the scribe who recorded the governor’s find had also copied the brick’s original inscription, but with a handful of errors. The language of the brick’s inscription, after all, would have been as ancient to him as he is to us.


In Woolley’s eyes, this awkward exhibition label explained the disparate collection of objects whose only common denominator was their antiquity. To him, they must have comprised a small museum – perhaps even the earliest approximation of a museum anywhere in the world. In a room so filled with debris they had initially doubted they would find anything at all, excavators had unearthed what seemed to them to have been a deliberately curated collection of local antiquities.


It might have seemed to Woolley like the only explanation, or perhaps just the most media-friendly one, but calling it a museum excludes other possibilities that are perhaps less exciting, but are equally, if not more, plausible. As centres of administration as well as the earthly home of deities, Mesopotamian temples typically had a number of storerooms for things like grain or wine. Could they have also had rooms to house older artefacts found during building works and renovations? Artefacts from earlier periods were also often reused for other purposes in later centuries. Most obviously, older bricks were typically incorporated into newer buildings, but other ancient objects also found fresh uses. Ancient statues of a Sumerian leader named Gudea were dug up and displayed in the forecourt of the palace of a much later king as objets d’art.


Woolley himself found evidence of something similar in the princess’s palace. A small limestone relief from around 2100 BCE, carved ornately with divine icons, got reused as part of the arch of a nearby doorway that dates to her era and occupation of the building.2 Some of the objects discovered by Woolley may have simply come from an earlier era and, through various accidents of preservation and erosion of walls or flooring, ended up on the same level. (Woolley was, however, careful to describe the brick flooring in the room as ‘unbroken’.3) There are, in short, other ways to account for the collection of antiquities, ones that would not fare well as headlines for The Conversation or Gizmodo. ‘Closet full of old stuff no one really knew what to do with uncovered in Ur’ is not exactly clickbait.


So why did Woolley call it a museum? Could he have been viewing the collection through the lens of his own role as an archaeologist with an interest in the ancient world, or even as a curator at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford? It is, after all, impossible to completely divorce one’s own perspective from one’s interpretation of evidence – one of many reasons why diversity in the field of history is essential. He may have similarly understood the collection in light of what he knew about Nabonidus and other kings who had shown a keen interest in history and archaeology. Could Woolley have felt pressured to give aspects of the Ur excavations a spin that would resonate with a wider population and, ultimately, secure further funding for the (often cash-strapped) dig? I think that might be too cynical. His conclusion that the collection was a museum appears in the official, academic excavation report of 1962, well after further funding was needed for the dig that shut down decades earlier, so it seems safe to discount money as his motivation for calling the collection of antiquities a museum.4


More likely, Woolley may have thought that the clay drum, the alleged exhibition label, was sufficient evidence to discount all other possibilities. It is undeniably an unusual object; its stumpy cylindrical shape, its content, and even the cuneiform characters it displays still give historians pause in dismissing the museum thesis altogether. Another object from the mysterious room also raises questions about deliberate curation: a fragment of the statue of an ancient ruler, King Shulgi. Although the statue is so damaged that no part of the king’s likeness survives, the portion of the statue bearing an inscription appears to have been filed down to preserve only the text, as one might do in a museum as an act of curation. After pulling these objects one by one from the room, the idea of a museum may have seemed like the only feasible explanation.


It’s worth bearing in mind, though, that archaeological excavations are organised chaos, so maybe the simplest if least satisfying explanation is that the objects were not found together at all. Tens, sometimes hundreds, of people scrape at the earth in squared-off ditches with trowels and toothbrushes. Far from the booby traps and car chases of Indiana Jones, with nary a whip in sight, archaeology is gruelling work. The Ur excavations led by Woolley, a joint expedition sponsored by the British Museum in London and the University Museum in Pennsylvania (now Penn Museum), were one of the largest in the era of ‘big digs’ between the two world wars, and the first in the new nation-state of Iraq, which had only just been formed in 1920 in the aftermath of the fall of the Ottoman empire.5


The excavations at Ur, which began in 1922, took place over the course of twelve consecutive seasons with about 150–200 people on site at any given time, though this number occasionally swelled to about 300.6 Woolley led the first eleven seasons of excavation, and Katharine Woolley, his wife, led the final field season, with Sheikh Hamoudi ibn Ibrahim as the main foreman throughout the twelve years. Other professionals at the site included architects, illustrators, and archaeologists such as Max Mallowan, husband of author Agatha Christie whose 1936 novel Murder in Mesopotamia features a character who is thought to be based on Katharine Woolley.7


Although Woolley oversaw the majority of the excavations himself, he also appointed the foreman Sheikh Hamoudi ibn Ibrahim who, together with his sons and another foreman named Khalil ibn Jadur, organised the local excavators. Unsurprisingly, one of the many challenges of archaeological excavation is the actual digging, which involves the removal of literally tons of dirt from a ruin. By Woolley’s own reckoning, in the course of excavating the Royal Cemetery at Ur, for example, ‘the daily output should average rather more than a cubic metre of hard soil, something above three-quarters of a ton, for every man employed’.8 The sheer volume of earth being shifted around this delicate ruin is staggering to contemplate.


If excavations are dusty, multi-layered chaos, then post-excavation notes can display a disorder equally difficult to navigate. I discovered this myself on an archaeological survey of rock art carved onto the many faces of a limestone outcropping known as Jebel um Sanman in the desert of northwestern Saudi Arabia. Jebel um Sanman looks like a giant Bactrian camel asleep in the sand, as its two sandstone hills rise up to well over 3,000 feet at their tallest. The head of the expedition, Dr Maria Guagnin, had expected to find rock art on perhaps 100 rock faces along the small mountain’s base, but we instead found as many in just the first morning.


Some images were carved into the rock hill itself, while others appeared on the hundreds of boulders that dotted its base. We assigned each panel a number and, for each one, filled out an information sheet including a sketch of the art, measurements, GPS coordinates, a brief written description of the contents, and the photo numbers generated by our cameras for all pictures taken. We worked in teams of two, and each night, when temperatures plunged to below zero, we sat on the marble floor of the unheated wedding reception hall where we also slept to enter the information into a database.


Less than one month later, Dr Guagnin called me to ask about a sheet I had filled out in the field. ‘Its photo numbers go with a different sheet,’ she said, ‘so I just want to know if you happen to remember which photos actually go with it?’ I had absolutely no idea. This was a two-week survey involving fewer than ten people and almost no digging – in other words, not a particularly complex project. But without pristine notes and matching databases, post-excavation analysis can become an obstacle course littered with inconsistent labels and unreliable memories.


The excavation notes from Ur, all of which have now been digitised, are meticulous. Detail, unfortunately, does not always translate to dependability. Each presentation of Woolley’s analysis, from the notes messily scrawled onto excavation cards to his polished memoir, is an opportunity to deviate from what was originally observed and recorded. And deviate, they did. For example, Woolley gives three different findspots for the clay cone of Kudur-Mabuk across three different publications.9 Such inconsistencies make it impossible to know exactly where the objects were found.


Excavators at Ur spent years uncovering the walled area that included the ziggurat and its surrounding buildings, including the giparu, which is the Akkadian name for the small palace where the museum was found and where Princess Ennigaldi-Nanna lived.10 Among the tens of thousands of artefacts found across multiple years, can we really know for certain that this collection of objects was actually a collection at all? Given how much Woolley’s museum conclusion has stuck, I think we can retain his label for now while acknowledging that other explanations also exist. The museum has become a part of how we talk about Ur, and it offers us a helpful shorthand for discussing a curious collection of objects and the insights they offer into a past that was distant even to Ennigaldi-Nanna.


At the same time, I think it’s important to add that I don’t think the answer to this question matters as much as Woolley and others might have thought. Even without this overarching label, the presence of this motley crew of objects – either together as a museum or separately as a range of artefacts from different periods – tells us something important: that the footprint of this place had an incredibly long history. This palace was in some ways a palimpsest for Ur’s own millennia-long history of occupation, and it chronicles all the major civilisations that rose and fell in ancient Mesopotamia. The Akkadians, the Sumerians, the Babylonians, the Assyrians, and others all leave something behind in Ur, and the artefacts themselves offer a way into some really interesting themes in ancient Mesopotamia’s rich history. We will continue to call it a museum but, museum or not, what matters is just how far back in time the city transported its ancient residents and can transport us today.


[image: clip0001]


The sheer scale of historical time in ancient Mesopotamia can be dizzying, from its earliest Palaeolithic settlements, long before cuneiform writing was developed, to the centuries that follow Princess Ennigaldi-Nanna. But we must begin this story even further back than that in order to understand her ancient setting. Over the course of millions of years in what is now southern Iraq, the deposition of dead things deep inside the ground at the boundary between land and sea led to the formation of bitumen, a natural petroleum tar. It is so viscous that, unless heated or diluted in specific ways, it is immobile; unlike liquid crude oil, it cannot flow on its own. (The same processes that led to the formation of bitumen left vast deposits of crude oil below Iraq and neighbouring countries that have motivated such violent foreign interference in the region in modern times.) Black and thick, it bubbled up from beneath the fertile plains of ancient Mesopotamia, where the inhabitants of Ur and other nearby cities used it as an adhesive to make things like boats, baskets, and buildings. Fragments of a drainpipe from Ur show that its splintered pieces were once stuck back together with the naturally occurring tar in much the same way you might solder together pieces of pipe today. The tar fills a scar down the centre of a painted ceramic bowl, also from Ur, and on what’s left of a statue from the same city, a thick layer of the dark substance connects a terracotta foot to the bottom of a terracotta leg. On a much larger scale in major building works, the water-resistant material was used to bind mud bricks together.


So ubiquitous was this sticky substance that it gave Ur its modern Arabic name Tell al-Muqayyar, meaning ‘Mound of Pitch’. After the city was abandoned, just a century after Princess Ennigaldi-Nanna’s lifetime, the ghost town of Ur lay untouched by anything other than the sand and soil that buried it to form a tell. Under the tell, whole eras lay preserved, and on its surface lay countless fragments of dried bitumen, inspiring the mound’s modern name.


The mound itself preserves at least 3,500 years’ worth of occupation in antiquity. Painted pottery, clay figurines, and minuscule carved seals survive from the time before written records. This era, from the late fifth to the early fourth millennium BCE (in other words, around 6,000 years ago), belonged to the Ubaid culture, which flourished in Ur for almost 1,000 years before the arrival of the Sumerians, whose civilisation would go on to dominate the region on and off until 2000 BCE. At the end of the fourth millennium BCE, about 5,000 years ago, the Sumerians developed new technologies such as irrigation agriculture – or agriculture that used irrigation techniques to overcome the vagaries of the weather – and writing to keep track of their resulting food surpluses. These developments helped settlements swell into the first cities, whose dense populations then began to stratify into social classes. A cemetery found just outside Ur yielded a treasure trove of artefacts from the lives of the early city’s Sumerian elite. The gold jewellery of a queen, an elaborately carved mace head belonging to a king, and some of the oldest surviving musical instruments in the world were uncovered among the bodies.


Ur rose to prominence around 2300 bce when Sumerian cities were conquered by King Sargon. He and his army came from a city called Akkad, the remains of which are yet to be found. Once the capital of this massive empire, the city’s name appears in countless written records, from kings’ accounts of their deeds to humdrum receipts. It was a social, political, and economic centre that in later periods comes to symbolise ‘the world’ in a sense and takes on mythical proportions. Kings continue to call themselves ‘king of Sumer and Akkad’ long after these political entities decline as a way of saying ‘king of the world’. Despite its importance, the city’s ruins remain buried, perhaps swelling below one of the many undisturbed tells in Iraq’s landscape or beneath a bustling modern city, and archaeologists have no idea where to find it.


Sargon and his dynasty brought with them an entirely new culture and language, Akkadian, the earliest known Semitic language and a distant ancestor of the Arabic widely spoken in the region today. King Sargon’s autobiography, recorded of course on cuneiform tablets, describes a rags to riches story of how he was born the illegitimate son of a priestess, abandoned as a baby, and left to float down the Euphrates in a basket – coated with bitumen to keep it waterproof – before rising to power in Akkad. As the new ruler of the region of Mesopotamia, he established the cult of the moon god in Ur, who was known in the Akkadian language as Sîn, but as Nanna in the language of the Sumerians (though both names were used, given that many of the people in the region were by this point bilingual, speaking both Akkadian and Sumerian).11 In a move that would be replicated by subsequent kings for centuries, he installed his daughter, Enheduanna, in the role of high priestess in the city of Ur. The presence of the king’s daughter in such a powerful symbolic and practical role helped bolster Sargon’s dominance in southern Mesopotamia. Almost 2,000 years later, Ennigaldi-Nanna would find herself in the same role of high priestess to Sîn at Ur, with an equally fascinating legacy.


Sargon’s empire didn’t last long, however, declining about a century after its inception. In its wake came the Third Dynasty of Ur, which saw a brief revival of the Sumerian language and culture. The dynasty’s founder, King Ur-Nammu, launched construction of the huge ziggurat at Ur as part of an immense building campaign. The temple atop the ziggurat was christened the Etemenniguru, a Sumerian phrase that translates as ‘House whose foundation bears a fearsome splendour’. Of the over seven million bricks used in the ziggurat’s construction, many bear a stamped text in cuneiform that reads, ‘Ur-Nammu, king of Ur, the one who built the temple of the god Nanna’. Building work of this scale would have been a massive logistical undertaking, requiring a well-organised administration team and specialist labourers who fashioned the bricks from mud set into wooden moulds. Some bricks were baked, but most were left to dry in the sun. One, which is on display in the British Museum, immortalises two paw prints of a dog who perhaps trudged over it in search of food while it lay in a line of other damp bricks. Dogs commonly helped their human companions in ancient Mesopotamia with hunting, healing, and even war.


Despite major accomplishments like the ziggurat’s construction, the Third Dynasty of Ur only lasted a century, before two new civilisations rose to power: the Babylonians in the south and the Assyrians in the north. The ancient Assyrians would create a vast international trade network around 2000 BCE in the Old Assyrian period that prefigures the rise of their empire from c. 1360 bce to 600 bce, from the later Middle Assyrian into the Neo-Assyrian periods. Under King Ashurbanipal in the seventh century BCE, the Neo-Assyrian empire would become the largest the world had yet known. His royal library housed some of today’s famous clay tablets, including chapters from the Epic of Gilgamesh that tells the story of a legendary king and his quest for immortality.


In the south, the Babylonians settled in for the long haul, though under the leadership of various dynasties who adopted their language and culture, much as the English throne remained ‘English’ regardless of whether it was controlled by the Normans, the Plantagenets, or the Tudors. The Old Babylonian period witnessed the first of these major dynasties, the Amorites, who came from the northwest, near modern-day Syria. Their king Hammurabi would leave behind the first complete collection of laws, engraved onto a diorite column that once cut an imposing figure in Babylon but now stands in a section of the Louvre’s Richelieu Wing.


After their capital city Babylon was sacked in 1595 BCE, the Amorites fade from the upper echelons of Babylonian society to be replaced by another foreign tribe, the Kassites (who kick off the Kassite period). Little is known of their native language and origin, as they seem to have quickly assimilated into the local culture, perhaps to peacefully assume power, which they retained for over 400 years. After that, a new Babylonian dynasty rises to power in 626 BCE in what we call the Neo-Babylonian period, meaning Princess Ennigaldi-Nanna was a ‘Neo-Babylonian’ in our understanding.12 This last era of independent Babylonian rule lasted until the princess’s father, King Nabonidus, was defeated by Cyrus the Great’s Persian army in 539 BCE.


The once mighty Ur was abandoned just a century later when the languid but life-giving Euphrates wandered too far off course to allow for irrigation and the desert reasserted itself. Its fate might serve as an ancient reminder that humanity relies on just the right climate for its survival. A Sumerian poem known as the Lament for Sumer and Ur, written long before the city was finally abandoned, grieves a much earlier collapse of the city following a military defeat in the final days of the Third Dynasty of Ur around 2000 BCE. It is a work of literature, not history – a work of art in response to history – but to me, it captures what the end of a city’s life might feel like to its population. The poem describes a cataclysm so terrifying even the dead get chased away, their corpses floating in the Euphrates. ‘The dark time was roasted by hailstones and flames,’ reads one section, ‘the bright time was wiped out by a shadow.’ Line after line describe utter devastation and death with every possible metaphor for destruction. People lay smashed like clay pots, cattle cut down like date palms, and date palms torn out of the ground like grass. Not even fear remained. ‘How long until we are finished off by this catastrophe?’ the people ask. ‘Ur – inside it there is death, outside it there is death.’13 It is a funeral dirge for the city that long pre-dates Ur’s actual demise, calling it a haunted and ruined mound.14 It would eventually become just that.


Throughout the world today, lengthy periods of drought and extreme heat ignite wildfires that leave some cities and regions shrouded in smoke, while others find themselves submerged in floodwaters. Climate breakdown, precipitated by an exponential, human-driven increase in carbon emissions, have already forced many to relocate. Ur had survived the changing of hands of numerous kings, outlasted dynasties and even languages. But without water, it was no longer habitable, so its people slowly trickled out of their homes, workshops, and temples to relocate. The city lay untouched by all but the hot winds and shifting sands, which concealed most of its brickwork for almost 2,000 years.


 


The palace of Princess Ennigaldi-Nanna itself has an even deeper history than it might seem at first glance. Within its footprint, many strata of habitation overlap and intersect. The ziggurat complex where it sits was originally built well over 1,000 years before Ennigaldi-Nanna’s time, but the whole area and its buildings fell into disrepair over many centuries. Her father King Nabonidus took it upon himself to restore the dilapidated area, including the stepped pyramid itself, to its former glory, and even installed his daughter as high priestess to the moon god, resurrecting a long-forgotten religious and political office. What would Nabonidus have encountered at the already historic site in the sixth century BCE?


Modern historians can look to Nabonidus’s own description of the building works he undertook for clues. One account known as the ‘Ennigaldi-Nanna Cylinder’ describes the site of the old palace or giparu as a ruin, overgrown with date palms and orchards. Nabonidus apparently cleared away the trees to find the building’s ancient foundations and several ‘inscriptions of ancient kings of the past’.15 It is likely that these inscriptions were stamped onto bricks, or impressed onto clay objects buried in the foundations by earlier kings and even the princesses who once lived in the complex. The legacy of the king’s distant ancestors was all around him. I imagine that a site so littered with artefacts, ancient even to him, must have had the same kind of haunting impact on him that anyone might feel at a ruin today.


According to the account, Nabonidus found an inscription that bore the name of Princess Enanedu, a high priestess at Ur and the daughter of a much more ancient Babylonian ruler named Kudur-Mabuk. Although no further details about that inscription are given, several clay objects bearing Enanedu’s name have been excavated from Ur that might give a sense of what Nabonidus found. One, donated to the British Museum by Woolley, is shaped like a large architectural nail or cone and has two columns of cuneiform on its base. The text dates to the early second millennium BCE and describes the princess’s own consecration as high priestess and the renovation of her abode. Could this be the inscription that Nabonidus found among the ruins?16


 


I, Enanedu, a high priestess tellingly named by an exalted name, daughter of Kudur-Mabuk, against the old base of the giparu lay sound brick, and on its walls, (to which) an inch of plaster (was) applied, I slapped an ell of mud-plaster. Lastly, I entered that house.17


 


In other words, she put fresh brick against the decrepit base of the dwelling and applied extra plaster to its inch-thin walls, a royal DIY home renovation from 4,000 years ago.


During Enanedu’s tenure, the dwelling had been ‘returned to its place’ – a way of describing a building restoration – and a wall had been built around the adjacent burial ground of ancient priestesses. To Nabonidus, these details confirmed that he had stumbled upon the site of the ancient giparu, which he proceeded to renovate for his daughter. Like Woolley in the 1920s, the king carried out his own excavation to find the remains of the giparu. Instead of recording them for posterity in a series of graph-paper note cards and excavation reports, Nabonidus simply rebuilt the temple as it had looked ‘in ancient times’.


This nascent type of archaeology – of restoring old things to their former glory – was typical of Nabonidus and his royal predecessors. It was part of a broader strategy to lend credence to an otherwise brand new dynasty. King Nabopolassar, the founder of the Neo-Babylonian dynasty to which Nabonidus and Ennigaldi-Nanna belonged, managed to fine-tune this way of forging a connection between new and old by building things atop ancient foundations and by incorporating elements of the ancient writings into his own self-presentation.18 Unlike the incomplete records that survive today, Nabopolassar and Nabonidus – and their respective coteries of palace scribes – would have had access to the inscriptions of far more ancient kings, kept in libraries or unearthed during building works. (They accessed material so old that their scribes include references to ‘breaks’ in these older tablets and missing tranches of text.) They knew what era a historical account belonged to, what king’s name was stamped on bricks excavated from a ruin, and they tapped into that history to add to their dynastic prestige. In the process of connecting the new with the old through building excavations and renovations, they also unintentionally established an early precursor to what we now call archaeology.

OEBPS/OPF/clip0001.png





OEBPS/OPF/hmfile_hash_6d74f4d2.jpg
hodder
press





OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Between Two Rivers



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			How to Use this ebook



			Dedication



			Contents



			Introduction: Mesopotamia Matters



			1 An Ancient Museum and the History of History



			2 The Clay Drum



			3 The Brick of Amar-Suen



			4 The Statue of King Shulgi



			5 The School Tablets



			6 The Cone of Kudur-Mabuk



			7 The Boundary Stone



			8 The Mace Head



			9 Ennigaldi-Nanna



			Epilogue: Between Us and Them



			Acknowledgements



			Selected Artefacts Cited



			A Timeline of Ancient Mesopotamian History



			Bibliography



			Notes



			BookDrop











  



OEBPS/OPF/clip0002.png





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
— ||
'y -

4 s 11 -
) . \ /77
&

ar
e

N
) (E

-






